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New Financial Opportunity Center
Helping local residents achieve economic stability
This spring, Open Doors is launching a new Financial Opportunity Center as part of the services
offered at our Smilow Life Center. Open Doors’ Financial Opportunity Center will serve local
residents from low-to-moderate income households as well as those dealing with homelessness
as one of the newest partners with the Connecticut Local Initiatives Support Corporation.
We are so pleased to introduce the team of dedicated professionals who will be leading the three
pillars of the program: financial counseling, employment services, and income support.
Eddy Agyeman, Financial Coach, provides program participants with
one-on-one financial counseling, budgeting and follow-up services.
He also coordinates group-based training on budgeting and banking.
“I’m here to empower people who are in need of financial literacy or are
looking to improve their financial education. Financial coaching became
a priority for me early in my career, and I want to help people prosper. To
me, goal planning is the biggest piece of that puzzle. When people can
identify and work toward their goals, they’re on the path to independence.”
Josh Brown, Employment Services Coordinator, has worked with Open
Doors for the past two years in his role with Career Resources Inc. He
provides job placement services using an ‘Employment First’ model, a
nationally recognized best practices model that incorporates ‘soft skills’
with job placement to ensure job retention.
“When I work with people, helping them to get jobs and to stay employed
is just the starting point. Once they have that foundation, there are so
many opportunities that open up for them to improve their future.”
Maria Davis, Income Support Specialist, helps program participants to
understand benefit eligibility and the steps to complete applications
correctly, and advocates for them during the application process.
“I have a passion for helping empower others to meet their full potential.
I see my role as providing the initiative, resourcefulness, and enthusiasm to
help individuals unleash their unique capabilities. I am especially grateful
for the opportunity to add value along with my team at Open Doors to
support our community.”
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Serving Meals with Love
For nearly 40 years, people struggling to make ends meet
have known that if they ever need a meal, they can come to
Open Doors. Staff and volunteers have served meals every
day through the decades, pushing through the occasional
snowstorm, heat wave, and even a power outage or two.
When COVID-19 hit Connecticut, it was a challenge that staff
members faced as they kept providing service. Ensuring that
people had access to food was more important than ever.
Terano Prior, Open Doors’ kitchen manager known to many
as Chef Tee, shared her thoughts on this past year and the
teamwork that made it all possible.

After School Buddies Is Back!
The After School Buddies program at Open Doors provides
after-school enrichment in our Children’s Resource Center
and gives children dealing with homelessness the same kind
of extracurricular experiences as their housed classmates.
In the spring of 2020, After School Buddies volunteers went
virtual. They made activity packets for children to do with
their families, organized livestream yoga classes and games,
and sent a lot of support and delicious snacks while everyone
had to be apart.

“In the beginning, this was entirely new to us, and it was a
challenge to even think of how our small staff could continue
to get hundreds of meals out to people every day. Right
away we saw the community - restaurants, businesses, and
longtime volunteer groups - signing up to provide enough
prepared meals to be able to feed our neighbors and shelter
guests. It isn’t always easy, but we have been able to be
successful because of the help of others.”
While there’s not a specific return date set just yet, the staff
is working on a plan for meal volunteers to be able to come
back to the kitchen and work safely with the kitchen team.
Now After School Buddies is back in person! With some
guidance from other after-school programs who had faced
the same challenges, Open Doors’ new Children’s Resource
Coordinator Jessica Foulds created routines that help keep
everyone safe.
“I was definitely expecting some hesitance because many kids
haven’t been in-person with their teachers and classmates for
so many months, but they were so ready. They jumped back
into it and are so happy to be here every day to do something
new. They’re always ready to do their activities and have the
chance to just be kids.”

Chef Tee also sends a special message to past and future
meal volunteers.

Warmer weather also brings great opportunities to learn and
have fun. “We have a lot of spring activities,” Jessica shared.
“It’s great to be able to spend time outside and give them a
chance to run around in the sunshine.”

“Everyone on the kitchen team is looking forward the day
when we can have meal volunteers come back. To be able
to have those extra hands and that positive energy will be
so welcome. I just want to say ‘Thank you for being patient,
don’t forget about us, and please come back!’ Being able to
see people come together again will be such a blessing.”

“We’re going to plant our own seeds and learn about how
plants grow. That’s something I always did in school when I
was little. Since they can’t do that with their classmates right
now, we’ll be planting seeds in cups and watching them grow.
I know they’ll be excited to come back on Mondays and see
how much their little seeds have grown.”

Outreach to the Most Vulnerable
The path that someone takes to a stable home doesn’t always
start with emergency shelter. Sometimes it begins with a
conversation with a person who sees that you have nowhere
else to go.
Samm Williams, Open Doors’ outreach case manager, spends
her time working with people who are unsheltered in the
Norwalk area. She helps them find housing and connects
them with crucial resources, regardless of whether or not they
come to emergency shelter.

“It takes a lot for a person to walk up to someone they don’t
know and admit that they need help, let alone trust you to
assist them to turn their situation around. But that’s my job.
My job is to let them know that I’m here to work with them,
and I want I want you to remind yourself what you’re capable
of, because it can be so easy to forget that.”
“Sometimes a simple ‘Hey, how are you doing?’ can make a
person’s entire day, but you won’t know that until you test the
waters. Outreach is about acknowledgement. It’s not only
acknowledging that homelessness exists, because everyone
knows that. It’s about acknowledging that assistance exists
no matter what your circumstances.”

Expanding Our Model,
Meeting Community Needs
Open Doors is committed to not just providing shelter, but
actively working towards ending homelessness in the greater
Norwalk area. To accomplish this, Open Doors has developed
an innovative model to address three core areas.

• Prevention
The best way to end homelessness is to prevent it from
happening to begin with. Open Doors has developed a
wide range of prevention programs to address key triggers
of homelessness including access to food and clothing,
medical and behavioral health services, and through our
Financial Opportunity Center, providing employment and
financial coaching and connection to community resources.
• Homeless Services
For those we cannot prevent from becoming homeless,
Open Doors provides a safe shelter and expert case
management services to rapidly connect people who are
experiencing homelessness back into sustainable housing.
Continuing to grow our street outreach program, Open
Doors is able to serve unsheltered individuals and families
with the same quality services as those in shelter.
• Housing Stability
Open Doors has placed a strong emphasis on not only
moving people forward from homelessness but also
ensuring that they do not become homeless again.
For those who are transitioning out of our street outreach
program and shelter, affordable housing opportunities and
case management services are utilized.

Samm is dedicated to working with people at their pace to
help them access resources and find a stable home.

Thank you for investing your time, attention, and resources to
Open Doors and those we serve. Together, we are ensuring
that the impacts of COVID-19 are temporary and that all of
our neighbors make it through safe, housed, and on the road
to success.

“I like outreach because I show people ‘I run on your time.’
I’ve got the map, but you’re driving. We can either follow my
directions or we can follow yours. Either way I’m going make
sure we get to where we need to go... but on your time.”

Michele Conderino
Executive Director

Interested in learning more about ways to make a difference at Open Doors?
Contact us at 203-866-1057 or info@opendoorsct.org

Looking Back on 2020: What We’re Proud Of
“I have an awesome group of people working with me, and without our kitchen staff I could not accomplish it.
We work together as a team, and without teamwork we couldn’t make this dream work!” - Chef Tee

“I’m so proud of everyone who left shelter and moved into their apartments! We’re all wishing them the best
and nothing but success in the future.” - Marcell

“During a time when people could have kept their heads down and hoped that someone else would
take action, so many of our neighbors have reached out to offer help! I’m incredibly proud to be part of a
community that responds to a crisis by finding ways to support each other.” - Erin

“We are very proud of the work we have accomplished during COVID and are particularly proud of the staff
members who make the work happen.” - Michele

“I am proud of the way leadership stayed steadfast during the pandemic and was able to keep composure
during this time and kept staff informed of all changes that were being made to keep everyone safe.” - Hattie
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