Connections

Connecting homeless families to a better future.
Allison: “The best decision I ever made”

I

t hasn’t been an easy road to success for
Allison*. Originally from western Illinois,
she grew up in a home with both parents
addicted to drugs and guilty of neglect.
When she was 14, Allison was assaulted
by a classmate. She soon left school due to
the bullying that followed. She found a job
to pay for her homeschooling fees, but her

mother forced her to quit both in order to
take care of her younger siblings. When
Allison fell in love, she thought her life
would finally change for the better.
And it did—for a time. She had two
daughters with her partner, completed her
GED and college. Unfortunately, their life
was far from perfect. He was emotionally
continued on page 2
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Allison: continued
and physically abusive toward
Allison, and stood in the way
of her education. “Often he
sabotaged my attempts to
attend school by refusing to
drive me there, making me
late, or not letting me sleep or
study,” she says. “The physical
abuse had only been directed

toward me in the past, but in
2010, he began to abuse our
five-year-old daughter, too.”
Allison then worked up the
courage to leave him. However,
that decision came with a lot
of daunting life changes and
sacrifices. Allison obtained an
order of protection against her
ex, left school, and she and her
girls fled across the state to stay
with a friend near Chicago.
The situation was shortlived, though; within months,
her friend moved to Texas,
leaving Allison and her daughters with nowhere to go. “We
were staying with people on
couches and trying to figure
out where to stay for good,” she
remembers. “I couldn’t afford

an apartment, and I had trouble even renting a studio because I had two kids with me.
I was working full-time and
I still wasn’t making enough
to keep a roof over our heads.
Then I applied to Bridge, and
it was the best decision I ever
made.”
In the summer of 2013,
Allison and her family entered
the Bridge Communities Transitional Housing Program and
were assigned mentors from
Families Helping Families.
She says, “I was very thankful,
but I knew there was going to
be a lot of transparency. I’m
not a person who’s very open
about things.” But, ultimately
Allison knew it was a chance
to go back to school and get a
better life for her family, so she
jumped in with both feet. And,
her mentors Sheryl and Diana
quickly helped her settle in and
set goals for her future.
First on the list was to
get Allison’s career back on
track. In preparation for Allison to return to school, she
enrolled in a college algebra
class—and quickly realized
she needed help. “It was an
advanced eight-week class over
the summer, and I fell behind
right away,” she says. Bridge
then quickly found her a tutor
to get her back on track. “The
tutoring experience that Bridge
provided was amazing,” says
Allison. Her tutor, Judi Newman, came over three times per

“Allison’s story is one of incredible
resilience. In spite of attempts
by others, consciously or
unconsciously, to sabotage her
goal of completing her education,
she has pushed through...”

week and helped Allison bring
her grades up from an F to a
B. “That allowed me to stay on
track, so I’ll get my bachelor’s
degree on time without having
to take extra classes,” she says.
“I’m a very determined person,
and I will no longer let anything get in the way of achieving my goals.”
Allison is now working
toward her bachelor’s degree,
and is rocking her studies in
the accelerated Applied Science associate degree at College DuPage—even achieving
a 4.0 GPA last year!
Allison is on track to graduate with her associate’s degree
in December, then transfer
over to Benedictine University
to complete her bachelor’s degree next year. “The best part
of being in Bridge is namely
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Dreams Fulfilled — All Thanks to You

T

he Bridge Communities
I first joined in 2011
was very much on the move.
One year earlier, in a very
weak economy, an ambitious
capital campaign had been
launched to raise $5.5 million. Why? To meet the
rising demand for Bridge’s services in the face of
rising poverty and homelessness among families
in DuPage County, by adding at least 30 more
units of housing to the 100 already in service.
The campaign would also leave Bridge in a strong
financial position – with a $2 million endowment
– to help weather any storm.
Well, it’s almost a done deal. The dollars have
been raised, and by 2016’s end, we’ll have the
capacity to house 30 more families in Naperville,

Westmont and Glen Ellyn. We couldn’t have
done it without committed friends like you.
In the almost 27 years since Bridge’s
founding, Bridge has brought 700 families from
the crisis of homelessness to housing stability
and self-sufficiency. We will soon be in position
to repeat that history – another 700 families –
in the next 10 years alone. In doing so, indeed
the dreams of many thousands will have been
fulfilled – the families we serve, our volunteers,
mentors and Program Partners, our board and
staff, and you. Thank you all for your part in
making it happen!

John R. Hayner, Chief Executive Officer

Success Stories
• Steve received a full-time job
with benefits at a park district,
making $16.25/hour
• Lillian got a job in accounts
receivable, making $17/hour
• George received a promotion
at his job, along with a $7,000
annual raise
• Lisa raised her credit score to
717—enough to purchase a
house
• Beatrice is now making $26/
hour as an LPN
• Shama obtained a job as
a systems engineer for a
government agency
• Natalie found a job as an RN
in a behavioral health unit at a
hospital, and earns $29/hour
• Lashonda earned a 4.0 GPA
in her medical assistant
certification class, and
graduated in April

• Maria, Ines and Gloria all
passed their U.S. citizenship
exams
• Nina now works full time as a
patient care representative at a
hospital, making $15.75/hour
• Devin was promoted at her job,
and now manages an afterschool program

• Sameera purchased a
3-bedroom townhome
• Belinda found a job as a claims
operations associate at an
insurance company, earning
$35,700/year
• Jill passed her CNA exam
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Farewell
Last

December, Bridge’s
Special Event
Manager Jennie
Gates retired after
five
years with our
organization. She
looks forward to traveling and spending
more time with her family. Says Jennie,
“One of the many joys of working at
Bridge was to be a member of a team that
is totally focused on the mission to bring
homes and hope to homeless families.
There are never any personal agendas. It’s
that simple and Bridge does it so very
well. It was a privilege and a blessing in
my life and that of my family whose lives
have been deeply impacted forever. Bridge
will always be in my heart.” Jennie will
always be in our hearts, too!

Karen Stewart’s Legacy
Bridge Communities’ beloved Program
Director, Karen Stewart, passed away
on October 5, 2014. An integral part
of Bridge for 14 years, Karen worked
with countless families, community
members, mentors and volunteers to
end homelessness in DuPage County, and touched
countless hearts along the way.
To honor her memory, Bridge and the Stewart
family have established a special endowment fund
in Karen’s name. Earnings from this endowment
provide needed funds for “emergency expenses”
that our clients inevitably
face, but can often not afford
– such as car repairs, child
care and school fees.
Karen exemplified the
heart and spirit of Bridge
Communities, and the example she provided for all
of us will continue to guide us forward.

Welcome
In January, Chad Pedigo joined the Bridge team
as our new Special Event Manager. Chad worked
for several years as the Fine
Arts Manager at North
Central College, and is an
active community volunteer
via organizations such as the
Naperville Jaycees, Young
Professionals of Naperville,
and many more. We are thrilled to have him on
staff and look forward to his leadership of Bridge
events. “Joining Bridge Communities is one of the
most meaningful decisions I have had the privilege
to make,” says Chad. “The compassion and drive to
help those less fortunate and improve our community
resonates beyond each individual and creates a
harmony within the organization that is powerful and
progressive. I am honored and grateful to be included
in such a unique and remarkable place.”

This May, Suzanne Thibeault comes on board
as Bridge’s new Case Manager. She has eight
years of experience mentoring
with program partner Families
Helping Families, and four
years of organizing Bridge
Communities’ nutrition classes,
including developing the Reality
Kitchen cooking program.
With a background in writing and education,
Suzanne is passionate about children’s issues and,
in her work, emphasizes the complete health of
our families. “I am humbled and thrilled to deepen
my commitment to Bridge Communities’ mission
of creating stable, healthy families,” says Suzanne.
Welcome aboard!
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Under Construction
P

lease excuse our dust!
Bridge is pleased to have
recently acquired four new
buildings: one in Westmont,
one in Naperville, and two in
Glen Ellyn. “We can now see
our way clear to have added
30 more apartments to our
housing by the end of 2016,
investing campaign dollars in
three of the villages best suited
to our families,” says Bridge
CEO John Hayner. “We can
also be confident that our
endowment will also meet and
exceed our $2 million goal.”
Thank you for helping us
expand Bridge Communities,
and create space to house more
homeless families in need!
In one of the new
Glen Ellyn buildings, we

remodeled an apartment to
create a Learning Resource
Center—marking the 4th LRC
among Bridge buildings, and
providing space for community
events, tutoring and more.
“We’re so grateful to Mike
Cronin for his contracting
expertise, as well as the
Hinsdale Junior Woman’s Club,
whose members helped acquire
technology and furniture, and
helped with design and décor,”
says Amy Van Polen, Resource
Development Director.
All of this is to provide
additional homeless families
the opportunity to start anew.

Our new Glen Ellyn building
opened its doors to Bridge
families in January. Steve
and his two boys were
the first family to
move in. “My
experience
at Bridge
has been
great,”
Steve says.
“I came from a
place where I was
really behind and now I
feel like I have a handle on
my life, and things are really
looking great for my future
and my kids.”

Jackie comes up with amazing, fun ways to make it easy
for her to learn. Her grades are
getting much better.”
“Allison’s story is one of
incredible resilience. In spite of
attempts by others, consciously
or unconsciously, to sabotage
her goal of completing her
education, she has pushed
through,” says Allison’s case
manager Molly Howieson. “I
am grateful to have been a witness to her journey.”
Allison’s long-term goals
include getting her doctorate

one day, and she’s certainly on
the path to achieve this dream.
“I don’t know if [Bridge supporters] can understand just
how much you’ve changed my
life for the better,” she says.
“You’ve given my children
so many opportunities, and I
won’t ever forget a single person that has helped us through
Bridge. I want my daughters
to have a better life than I did,
and I won’t stop until I can
provide that for them.”

Allison: continued
that I get to focus on going to
college and taking care of my
girls,” she says. “They need me.
There’s no way I could go to
school full-time without the
help from Bridge.”
And, her daughters are
both doing better in school
thanks to Bridge tutors as well.
“Maddie’s tutor, Jackie Mead,
is the nicest person I have ever
met,” says Allison. “She’s really
changed Maddie’s attitude toward math because that is what
she struggled with the most.
Math is so hard for her, but
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Second Annual

Don’t miss the party of the year and a chance
to find some amazing artwork for your home!
Back for its second year, Bridge Communities
brings A Chair Affair to the Naperville
community this spring.
Between May 21 and June 10, you can view,
visit and vote on 30
chairs that have been
reimagined by creative
local artists, displaying
their masterpieces
in stores throughout
Downtown Naperville.
There’s sure to be a
chair you will love—
vote for the chair of
your choice on

www.bridgecommunities.org. Then, on June
11, join us at our gala reception and auction at
North Central College’s Wentz Hall, bid on your
favorite chairs and celebrate the transformative
power of art.
Tickets for the June 11 auction are $40 and
include an hors d’oeuvres
and dessert buffet, plus
an open bar. Proceeds
of the event benefit
homeless families in
Bridge Communities’
transitional housing
program. Purchase your
ticket and vote for your
favorite chair at www.
bridgecommunities.org.

Proudly sponsored by:

Q&A with John MacRitchie Employment Program Volunteer
Q. How did you first get involved with Bridge Communities?
A. My family moved to Glen Ellyn 8 years ago,

and we have always been advocates in support
of solutions for the homeless. We had been
actively involved in a shelter for homeless
families through our church
in Ann Arbor. Upon arriving
in Glen Ellyn, I became aware
of Bridge through the First
Presbyterian Church in Glen
Ellyn and several of the Bridge
activities that I heard about
in the community including
Sleep Out Saturday, the Garage Party, and The
Garden Walk.

Q. What do you do as an employment program volunteer?
A. I volunteer as a Mock Interviewer for individuals
in the Bridge community that are preparing to reenter the workforce.

Q. What do you like most about
volunteering with Bridge?
A. I love meeting the people. I

love having the opportunity to
contribute to their future success,
to create excitement and confidence
in the future. I have been very
fortunate in life and compelled to
give back. Bridge is a tremendous
organization and one that I am
thrilled to support.
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Board of Directors

Saturday, June 20
10:00 a.m. - 4:00 p.m.
Tickets $25 in advance/$30 day of event
Spring into summer with the Glen Ellyn Garden Walk!
Enjoy a self-guided tour of some of the most beautiful
gardens in town. All proceeds benefit the homeless
families served by Bridge Communities.
Buy your ticket today at www.glenellynjuniors.com.

Q. What’s your favorite Bridge memory?
A. One that stands out included an interview with

a highly motivated mother by the name of Iwona.
Iwona met me early one evening and brightened what
had been a long day for me. The energy she brought
into my office at the end of the day was nothing short
of amazing. Her contagious enthusiasm and customer
focus made it easy to recognize that she would be
successful if given the opportunity. We spent an hour
together, and from that time, I knew she would find
something that would suit her well and have mutual
benefit for an employer. I was thrilled to hear about
her successful job search several weeks later. I can’t
tell you how happy it makes me to hear how others
are finding their way, and
maybe I helped make
the journey just a
little bit easier.
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Connections is a publication of Bridge Communities,
Inc., a program providing transitional housing for
homeless families.
The mission of Bridge Communities is to transition
homeless families to self-sufficiency by working with
partners to provide mentoring, housing, and supportive
services. Our vision is a community where all families are
healthy, financially stable, and living in affordable housing.
Each of our core values, Partnership, Empowerment,
Integrity, Respect, Hope, apply to everyone involved in
Bridge Communities – clients, mentors, program partners,
volunteers, donors, board members, staff and community.

505 Crescent Blvd., Glen Ellyn, IL 60137
630-545-0610
Fax 630-545-0640
www.bridgecommunities.org
We want to share all the latest and greatest news from
Bridge Communities with you. Keep in touch with us by
connecting with us on our social networks:
facebook.com/bridge.communities
@BridgeDuPage
linkedin.com/groups/bridge-communities
bridgecommunities.wordpress.com
youtube.com/user/bridgecommunities
smile.amazon.com/ch/36-3705951

Please help us save on printing and postage.
If you receive duplicate copies of this newsletter, or no longer wish to receive
it, please return your mailing label in the enclosed envelope. Thank you!

505 Crescent Blvd.
Glen Ellyn, IL 60137
630-545-0610
Fax 630-545-0640
www.bridgecommunities.org

TIME SENSITIVE MATERIAL
PLEASE DELIVER PROMPTLY

Bridge Builds True Communities

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

Bridge Learning Resource Centers (LRCs) are gathering places we have
built in several of our locations to host events and activities for our families.
Some of the family fun this winter and spring included:
• Family Cooking Class:

Volunteers and families cook
and eat together, and focus
on learning how to prepare
quick, healthy, budgetfriendly meals.
• Kids Clubs: Volunteers

brought great new art project
ideas to Bridge families,
including making purses
and wallets out of duct tape,
snowmen made from socks
and marshmallow structures.

• Holiday Celebrations:

Kids had fun with cookiedecorating and holiday games
at Halloween, the end of the
year and Valentine’s Day.
• Family Game Nights:

Evenings hosted for the
families with board games
and “Minute to Win it.”

Join the fun and volunteer
with us at an LRC! E-mail
sharon.drucker@bridgecommunities.org
for more details.

• Moms’ Day Out: Volunteers

provided free babysitting
with games and activities
for Bridge kids, so their
moms could enjoy a relaxing
afternoon to themselves!

