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Dear Members, Partners, and Friends:

As we approach the five year anniversary of the North Lawndale

Employment Network, I am delighted to report on our organization-

al and program developments.  In October of 2003, we moved our

offices from the space we shared with one of our parent organiza-

tions, Sinai Community Institute, to our own home, the North

Lawndale Employment Network Resource Center. We are now locat-

ed in a building we lease from another community partner, H.I.C.A.,

at 3726 West Flournoy. The NLEN Resource Center opened to the

public in April 2004.  Now, in addition to the many clients enrolled

in our programs, we provide employment search and advancement

resources and assistance to walk-in North Lawndale clients.

A major development is our affiliation with the Annie E. Casey Foundation Centers for Working

Families. The Foundation has always supported our work, but this new relationship has enabled

us to focus our programming, especially through our new Resource Center, on the comprehensive

financial needs of families seeking self-sufficiency. 

I am also extremely proud of the Sweet Beginnings collaboration, a North Lawndale-based urban

farming and honey production business established to create transitional jobs.  Sweet Beginnings

has already employed several individuals, harvested and sold honey, and begun to develop a line

of products called Beeline.

As you will see from the new Network brochure, we continue to offer our successful U-Turn

Permitted and Building Beyond! job readiness programs, and offer job placement assistance and

retention support to completers.  In the last year, 627 people attended the U-Turn Permitted 

orientation, 436 enrolled, and 289 completed the program.  Fifteen young adults completed the

Building Beyond! program, with four of them continuing on to college, nine securing employment,

and two completing a high school degree or equivalency. The Network helped 187 U-Turn com-

pleters to secure employment.

Through a nine-month strategic planning process facilitated by WSEP Ventures Consulting and

funded by the Chicago Community Trust and the Annie E. Casey Foundation, we have refined 

our mission, stated a vision, defined our beliefs, and articulated a new overall business model.

We have also decided to formalize community input by establishing a Community Advisory

Committee to help direct our policy advocacy activities and educate the community about

Network initiatives.  Two residents who are already providing valuable assistance in this capacity

are Shirley Jones and Velma Johnson.

We have also reorganized our internal operations to build on the natural talents of our staff.  

We are now divided into three departments: Workforce Development Programs, Internal

Operations, and Business Relations and Innovations.  We have also had the opportunity to 

participate in special staff trainings, including the Women’s Self-Employment Project’s manage-

ment training for leadership staff, and the Developing Cultural Competency course provided by

the Chicago Jobs Council. We have also developed a capacity-building partnership with Project

Brenda Palms Barber



FINANCIAL SUMMARY

Between July 1, 2003 and June 30, 2004, income for the North Lawndale Employment Network

was approximately $1,181,258.  Of this income, private foundations and corporate contributors

provided $627,948, government contracts brought in $538,210, and membership income, earned

income, and individual donations equaled $15,100.

During this period, expenses

were approximately $1,181,258.

Of these expenses, $689,954

supported direct services,

$227,829 supported capacity-

building and advocacy activities,

and $263,475 supported over-

head costs and administrative

expenses.

Match and LISC to help adapt a client-tracking model that follows the advancement and 

employment needs of our clients for a lifetime.

The Network owes much of its success to the leadership of our extraordinary board members,

who are committed to our work beyond the traditional call of duty.  This year, we bid farewell to

two members, Doug Werman and Gail Nelson, and see Debra Wesley Freeman step down from

her position as board president after five years of dedicated service.  We are fortunate to wel-

come three new board members, Cerathel Burnett, Sylvia Houston, and Spruiell White, and a new

board president, Bob Wordlaw.  Thank you for helping create a community that works.

Sincerely,

Brenda Palms Barber

Executive Director

North Lawndale Employment Network

CREATING A COMMUNITY
THAT WORKS AWARDS
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MISSION
To improve the earnings potential of the North Lawndale 
community through innovative employment initiatives that lead 
to economic advancement and an improved quality of life for 
residents.

VISION
North Lawndale is a strong, economically thriving, diverse 
community connected to high quality job opportunities and 
serves as a replicable model for communities nationwide.

CORE BELIEFS
• We believe that neighborhood-focused employment initiatives are

fundamental to improving the quality of life for neighborhood
residents. 

• We believe that our neighborhood-based work can influence 
policy by serving as a model for change.

• We believe in creating an environment that enables people to
transform themselves. 

• We believe that connections to education and employment can
positively impact individuals’ economic advancement and quality
of life.

• We believe that, most of the time, people make good decisions
if given the right information and opportunities.

• We believe that work values can be learned.

FOUNDING ORGANIZATIONS
Breaking Ground (formerly APL Plastics)

Carole Robertson Center for Learning

The Delta Institute

Gads Hill Center

Lawndale Business and Local Development
Corporation

Lawndale Christian Development Corporation

John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur
Foundation 

Manley Academy Construction Technology 
Small School

Sinai Community Institute

Steans Family Foundation

University of Illinois at Chicago 
Great Cities Institute

Westside Association for Community Action

“I want to go to college . . . and

open my own business. I want to

help out my community.” 

– Building Beyond! Client

“The Network is very attentive to

employer needs, as well as the

needs of their clients and how they

can connect the two.” – Employer

“What I found to be the most

intriguing about the U-Turn pro-

gram is that, you know, things do

not always have to be the way

they used to be.” 

– U-Turn Permitted Graduate

“Since I have been enrolled in the

Building Beyond! program I have

learned more about my community,

Chicago, and other things that are

really important. . . . I learned a

lot about jobs, about education,

and I gained more skills.”

– Building Beyond! Client

www.nlen.org

“U-Turn is a very effective, very in-depth program. 

That is why I am so happy to have participated 

and recently graduated. I benefited from 

the beginning to the end.” 

– U-Turn Permitted Graduate

“Network staff have a more customer service type approach,   

a more ‘we care’ attitude. They let you in on a part of themselves. 

A lot of people, particularly in the professional field, 

they don’t make themselves an example to make you 

know they understand.” – Network Client
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THE COMMUNITY

North Lawndale, a primarily African American community, covers six square

miles of Chicago’s West Side.  In the 1950s and 1960s, North Lawndale under-

went dramatic disinvestment and population decline. By 2000, the North

Lawndale unemployment rate was 26 percent and the median household

income was $18,342. In 2001, 57 percent of all North Lawndale adults were

involved in the criminal justice system. 

In recent years, North Lawndale has become a promising neighborhood 

in transition with an emerging faith-based network, a thriving community 

newspaper, and several new housing complexes that include subsidized and 

market-rate homes and rental units. Through the efforts of committed local

organizations, such as Lawndale Business and Local Development

Corporation, Lawndale Christian Development Corporation, and H.I.C.A., and

of its determined residents, North Lawndale has begun to effectively and inno-

vatively respond to its many challenges and to serve as a model for similar

communities across the country.

“From the first day I walked through the door I immediately felt a spirit that 

made me think that I was in the right place. I felt like the people, staff, and everybody 

involved were so dedicated and so sincere about their duty. . . . 

The Resource Center has added wings to my spirit.” 

– Resource Center User and U-Turn Permitted Graduate

“I have learned that the world does not owe me 

anything, that I have to contribute to the world 

as much as I expect to get out of the world, 

and I thought that was a plus of the program because often

times we believe that the world owes us something.” 

– U-Turn Permitted Graduate 

and North Lawndale Resident

 



The philosophy underlying all Network programs and activities

is to serve as a catalyst for joining together the right stake-

holders and resources in order to develop innovative services

that build ladders of economic advancement for the North

Lawndale community.  The Network has formalized this role 

of “catalytic connector” by adopting incubation as its core 

business model. This means that the Network aims to incubate

its direct service programs, while helping to build the capacity

of local community partners, eventually handing over the 

programs to these partners.  By adopting this business model,

the Network strengthens collaborations with community 

stakeholders and mobilizes assets to make a difference in 

the North Lawndale community, Chicago, and the nation.

The North Lawndale Employment Network
Resource Center
The North Lawndale Employment Network Resource Center

opened in April 2004 in the residential heart of North Lawndale to

provide resources for independent job searches, offer financial lit-

eracy and computer workshops, and serve as the central access

point for all Network programs and referrals to partner agencies.

The Resource Center uses the Project Match case management

and client tracking model. By the summer of 2004, the Resource

Center was serving approximately 70 walk-in North Lawndale

clients a month, in addition to individuals already enrolled in

Network programming, and usage is rapidly increasing.

Centers for Working Families
In 2004, the North Lawndale Employment Network Resource

Center began its affiliation with the Local Initiatives Support

Corporation and the Annie E. Casey Foundation Centers for

Working Families, enabling the Network to more comprehen-

sively address the needs of families seeking self-sufficiency.

Following this model, the Resource Center helps clients secure

stable workforce attachment and advancement opportunities,

offers financial workshops and access to checking accounts

through partnerships with the Center for Economic Progress 

and Shorebank, and will soon offer access to income supports

through a partnership with RealBenefits, which helps people

assess their eligibility for public support programs.

U-Turn Permitted Program and the Illinois
Going Home Initiative
U-Turn Permitted, previously called the Ex-offender Employment

Service Network, provides employment services and case man-

agement to formerly incarcerated individuals. It offers individual

needs assessments; job readiness training; a referral network;

peer group and mentoring support; family-centered re-entry

supports for the inmates, family members, and significant 

others; and job placement and follow-up services. The 

Network also develops partnerships with employers to help

clients secure and retain jobs. The employment placement rate

for program completers is 85 percent. The new program name

sends a symbolic message to partners and clients: radical, 

positive changes in people’s lives are possible when the right

opportunities are available.

In 2002, the federal government awarded the three-year, 

$2 million Illinois Going Home grant to the Network, TASC, the

Institute of Clinical Social Work, the Illinois Department of

Corrections (IDOC), and other community partners. This grant

was awarded to these partners to provide re-entry services to

200 of the hardest-to-serve returning offenders. Adopting the 

U-Turn Permitted model and providing its network of services,

the Going Home initiative also enables participants to begin

their re-entry process while still incarcerated, through IDOC

services and special Transition Teams, which include parole 

officers, TASC case managers, and Network staff.

Building Beyond!
Building Beyond! is an intensive 11-week job readiness 

program that prepares out-of-school young adults between 

the ages of 17 and 24 to enter the workforce and become 

successful, self-sufficient, and active citizens. Students learn 

life skills, job readiness, and basic computer use, with an

emphasis on communication and customer service skills. 

The pre-employment training, career education, and job 

placement assistance help integrate youth into the workforce

and prepare them to begin careers of their own.

programs and activities

“With the U-Turn program I learned a lot about myself. 

I really learned how to sit back, be patient, listen more. 

It gave me a chance to take an inventory of what I have been 

through and where I want to be and how to get there.” – U-Turn Permitted Client

 



Business Relations and Innovations
The Network develops partnerships with employers to help

secure jobs for its clients and to help them retain those jobs.

An important example of this work is the program with

Advocate Trinity Hospital, which trains U-Turn Permitted gradu-

ates and places them directly into hospital jobs with family-

supporting wages, benefits, and advancement opportunities.

This partnership is expanding to include the entire Advocate

Health Care system. The Network also partners with the

Lawndale Business and Local Development Corporation, a com-

munity development group formed in 1981 to help retain and

expand local businesses by providing assistance with loan pro-

cessing, city services, job training programs, business develop-

ment incentives, export and trade information, and access to

technology and modernization resources.  The Network also

works with about 60 other employers to directly place clients in

full-time, permanent employment.

Sweet Beginnings
Another business innovation is the Network’s own transitional

employment initiative, a North Lawndale-based urban farming

and honey production business called Sweet Beginnings, estab-

lished with funding from the Illinois Department of Corrections

and the City of Chicago. Launched in the summer of 2004 with 

40 beehives, Sweet Beginnings employs formerly incarcerated

individuals who work 30 paid hours a week and receive 

on-the-job training and mentoring in landscaping, beekeeping,

food processing, and sales and distribution, along with 

appropriate certification training.  They each spend time 

tending the bees, harvesting honey, planting and tending the

gardens, processing foods with honey, and selling products

through farmer’s markets and other outlets.  Sweet Beginnings

has developed a product name, Beeline, and sells honey at 

the Green City and Oak Park Farmers Markets.

Advocacy and Policy Partnerships
The Network engages in many important advocacy activities.  

It provided needed support and information to County

Commissioner Bobbie Steele to help her pass the 2004 

Cook County Ordinance establishing the Re-entry Employment

Demonstration Pilot Program.  Through this program, 100 

first-time, non-violent offenders who complete the U-Turn

Permitted program will become eligible for 12-month paid

county internships. 

Through the Going Home initiative, the Illinois Department of

Corrections provides inmates with community-based re-entry

services before their release at the Adult Transition Center close

to their home addresses. IDOC is seriously considering broad-

ening these important practices beyond the Going Home partici-

pants as a result of this program and the Network’s advocacy.

Network Executive Director Brenda Palms Barber works with the

Mayor’s Policy Caucus on Prisoner Re-entry and participates in

other policy forums, including the State Workforce Investment

Board Ex-offender Employability Task Force, Seventh District

Congressman Danny Davis’ Ex-offender Taskforce, Governor 

Rod Blagojevich’s Re-entry and Public Safety Taskforce, and 

the Congressional Black Caucus. In June 2004, Brenda Palms

Barber participated in an Urban Institute roundtable discussion

of re-entry strategies.  The Urban Institute has also cited U-Turn

Permitted as a best practice in its research on community-

based re-entry.

The Center for Impact Research and the Network are partnering

on an action research project to help North Lawndale residents

better understand the judicial system and to advocate for

changes in sentencing policies. Funded by the Woods Fund of

Chicago, the Alternatives to Incarceration project trains residents

to research judicial policy and decision-making about alterna-

tives to incarceration for nonviolent drug-related offenses.

“The Network is making the North Lawndale community better by helping residents 

secure employment and training. It is setting an outstanding example by 

working with the formerly incarcerated and by giving them hope and an 

opportunity to earn an honest living for themselves and their families.” 

– Community Leader

“There was just nothing out here that would support an ex-offender 

or anything that would support someone who made mistakes in the past, 

until I got introduced to the North Lawndale Employment Network” – U-Turn Permitted Graduate

 



BOARD OF DIRECTORS
Sheila Barber
North Lawndale Resident

Cerathel Burnett
Carole Robertson Center for Learning

Margaret Davis
Healthcare Consortium of Illinois

Donna Ducharme
The Delta Institute

Sam Flowers
H.I.C.A.

Tiffany Hamel
World Business Chicago

Sylvia Houston
North Lawndale Resident

Davis Jenkins
University of Illinois at Chicago 
Great Cities Institute

Val Jordan
Breaking Ground

Richard Kordesh
The Blue House Institute, Inc.

Kevin McCauley
Westside Job Collaborative

Brenda Mitchell
Advocate Bethany Hospital

Debra Wesley Freeman
Sinai Community Institute 

Spruiell White
The John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur
Foundation

Feranda Williamson
Malcolm X College

Bob Wordlaw
Chicago Jobs Council

Brenda Palms Barber (ex-officio)
North Lawndale Employment Network

STAFF
Brenda Palms Barber, Executive Director

Internal Operations
Aletra Nicholson, Associate Director

Shirley Jones, Community Outreach and
Education

Virginia Mendenhall, Finance Director

Mosi Mwamba, Data Collection Specialist

Ryan Hollon, Project ’55 Fellow

Andrea Limauro, Research Assistant

Workforce Development Programs
and Services
Anthony Burton, Director of Workforce
Development Programs

The North Lawndale Employment
Network Resource Center
Victoria Cammon, Resource Center
Operations Manager

Elaine Austin, Office Assistant and Project
Match Case Manager

U-Turn Permitted
Anthony Elliott, Client Services Manager

Bernice Haynes, Client Services Manager

Building Beyond!
Cleophus Lee, Client Services Manager

Economic Advancement and
Innovation
Tom Wetzel, Director of Business Relations
and Innovations

Julian Macklin, Employment Coordinator

FUNDERS AND DONORS
Alphawood Foundation

Bank One

Brook Furniture Rental

Annie E. Casey Foundation

Chicago Community Trust

Chicago Empowerment Zone

Chicago Foundation for Women

Chicago Mayor’s Office of Workforce
Development, Community Development
Block Grant and Workforce Investment Act

Richard H. Driehaus Foundation

John Lloyd Fry Foundation

Harris Bank Foundation

Hitachi Foundation

Illinois Department of Commerce and
Economic Opportunity

Illinois Department of Corrections

Information Technology Resource Center

Local Initiatives Support Corporation

McCormick Tribune Foundation

New Prospect Foundation

Polk Bros. Foundation

Project Match

Renaissance Women

SBC Foundation

Steans Family Foundation

U.S. Department of Justice

U.S. Department of Labor

U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services

University of Illinois at Chicago 
Jane Addams College of Social Work

Woods Fund of Chicago

North Lawndale Employment Network

3726 West Flournoy Street

Chicago, Illinois 60624

(773) 638-1825

MEMBERSHIP

To become a member of the North Lawndale Employment Network, call (773) 638-1825

or visit the Web site: www.nlen.org.  Membership can connect you to more than 100

businesses, service providers, and community leaders in North Lawndale and Chicago,

and give you the opportunity to help develop the North Lawndale community.




