
20+
21

Annual Report



TABLE OF
CONTENTS

Director's Statement

01

Reflection: 2020 + 2021

05

Core Pillars

03

Cradle-to-Career Education

13

Incoming Board Chair Letter

02

Eviction Prevention Pilot

Initiative

06

Comprehensive Neighborhood Plan

04

Economic Development

14

Grand Ave Park Adventure Course

Project & Opening

11

Community Engagement: Covid-19

Vaccines & Environmental Justice

09

Mixed Income Housing

12

Grand Ave Park Adventure Course

Community Engagement Data

10

Resident Ambassador Program

07

Community Engagement:

Neighborhood Pop-up Sessions and

Beautification 

08

Look to the Future

15

Financial Review

16

Ways You Can Help

18

Donors and Partners

17



DIRECTOR'S
STATEMENT
The COVID-19 pandemic showed the critical importance of our mission to partner with
the Beechwood and EMMA neighborhoods to break the cycle of poverty through
antiracist community revitalization and equitable resource coordination. Connected
Communities' rapid response to these unprecedented events helped keep our
community mission and vision alive.

I am overwhelmed by the unquestionable strength and character of our staff. The staff
developed innovative ways to engage residents while keeping everyone safe. Our
engagement team initiated neighborhood pop-ups sessions to check in with and
assess our neighbors' needs. This helped to strengthen our rapport with the
neighborhood while providing critical support. 

Connected Communities sought resources to address the major issue neighbors would
repeatedly bring up: their fear of being evicted from their homes. Our efforts prevented
the eviction of more than 300 families in the 14609 zip code. In addition to our eviction
prevention work, we supported community partners such as the EMMA Neighborhood
Association and 441 Ministries providing essential supplies to disperse to residents.
We also hosted two incredibly successful vaccination clinics right in the heart of our
community, to name a few!

Though Connected Communities is not a direct service provider, we shifted to support
the most needed areas because these unprecedented times required it. I am hopeful
that when we look at this historic time in the rearview mirror, it will be with immense
pride in how we individually and collectively responded. Through it all, we continue to
move forward together! 

LaShunda Leslie-Smith, LMSW 
Executive Director
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I want to start my term as Board chair by thanking all of the staff at CC especially LaShunda, for

their continued hard and good work for the residents of the Emma and Beechwood

neighborhoods. Despite all the challenges of a global pandemic, people remain committed to the

development of plans and initiatives that will further improve the lives of those in these

neighborhoods. Additionally, thanks to all the Board members, especially to previous Board chair,

Shaun Nelms, for their time, ideas and contributions. It all makes a difference.

I come to this role mainly through my work as an educator who has been working in partnership

with urban schools for a couple of decades both in Buffalo and Rochester. It became apparent to

me at one point that supporting school improvement also meant supporting neighborhood

improvements, and I found my way to this Board through my interactions with the Farash

Foundation and through LaShunda. I have been pleased that we here at St. John Fisher College

have been able to support the resident ambassador program as well as the environmental

scanning work that CC has been sponsoring.

This past year, as almost all years, has been incredibly busy; thanks to our partners and

community members, it has also been a very productive year. Under LaShunda’s leadership, the

Connected Communities team works every day to build up the EMMA and Beechwood

neighborhoods from within by engaging residents, service providers, and community

partners in our holistic approach. In 2022, we will look to further enact the Comprehensive

Neighborhood Plan that was developed in partnership with community members. We will look to

deepen our relationships with schools #33 and East High as Connected Communities looks to

further the work toward making these schools true neighborhood schools. We will continue to

work on our housing plan that embraces development without displacement, favoring our

residents’ voices and needs. And, we will also strive to use our asset-based needs assessment

and partnerships with local institutions to produce a plan for our neighbors that will help us

address root causes of some of the health deficiencies we have come to understand.

I am honored and humbled to serve as board chair in this upcoming year. I look forward to

lending my support and encouragement to the staff as we pursue our mission to build up the

EMMA and Beechwood neighborhoods from within by engaging residents, service providers, and

community partners.

02 INCOMING
BOARD CHAIR

K E V I N  R A I L E Y

Connected Communities Board Chair



OUR PILLARS

Mixed- Income Housing
Increase the supply of affordable housing options, both
rental and for sale, to ensure existing neighborhood
residents can remain.

Health and Wellness
Improve health and wellness by collaborating with residents
and local nonprofits to create a mix of high-quality facilities,
programs, and services that enhance the quality of life.

Cradle-to-Career Education
Provide neighborhood-based, quality educational
opportunities for residents from cradle to college and
career.

Workforce and Economic Development
Partner with stakeholders to provide access to employment
by eliminating barriers, developing employment skills, and
attracting new employers to the area.
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55 recommendations
15+ annual

programmatic and
engagement goals

Monthly reports

Regular committee
and partner meetings Shared measures Continuous feedback

Neighborhood Impact Goals

How We Do It

COMPREHENSIVE
NEIGHBORHOOD

PLAN
Connected Communities has worked tirelessly to ensure the Comprehensive
Neighborhood Plan for Beechwood and EMMA remains a living document. It
provides a road map for investments in housing, education, economic growth,
health and wellness, and a framework of goals and values against which to
evaluate opportunities to respond to community needs as they arise. 

Since its unveiling in July of 2020, we have developed internal processes for
implementing and monitoring the plan's recommendations across the four pillars
with collaborative partners. We use agile project management to ensure the
plan's recommendations are strategically planned, actions are coordinated, and
outcomes are tracked over time. 

Improve 
Neighborhood Image 

Increase Resident 
Confidence

Stabilize Housing

It's A Living Document
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Connected Communities was established in 2015 as a non-profit public/private
collaboration between neighborhood leaders, businesses, government officials, non-
profit leaders, and residents to address the needs of the EMMA and Beechwood
communities holistically. 

Our strong values have guided us through the past two years. We continue to
navigate a global pandemic, racial inequity, a climate crisis, and much more. This has
been a defining moment for our society, our city – and a defining moment for
Connected Communities.

We are full of hope and expectation. We believe in the power of the community to
bring out the best in people and the potential of residents to bring out the best in the
EMMA and Beechwood neighborhoods. Ultimately, everything we do is grounded in a
greater purpose: to reduce poverty through effecting change in mixed-income
housing, cradle-to-career education, community health and wellness, and workforce
and economic development. 

We’re proud of the successes we’ve seen despite the pandemic, but we know this is
still just beginning. We are committed to engaging EMMA and Beechwood residents
in collaborative actions to achieve their vision of a thriving neighborhood. 

Reflections

20
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1
2020+2021 Board of Directors

Shane Wiegand
Beechwood Resident, City Roots Community
Land Trust

Kyle Crandall
Beechwood Resident; Beechwood
Neighborhood Coalition; East EPO

Henry Fitts
City of Rochester

Maureen Duggan
Retired

Wanda Cooper
United Way of Greater Rochester

Shanai Lee, Ed.D.
ROC Education Fellow

Rev. Dr. Cynthia Cole
EMMA Resident, EMMA Neighborhood &
Business Association

Peter Robinson
University of Rochester

Dr. Shaun C. Nelms
East EPO; University of Rochester

Joe Wesley
Wegmans Food Markets

Dr. Kevin Railey
St. John Fisher College

Jeremy Cooney, Esq.
Senator



06Eviction
Prevention Pilot
Initiative
The EPPI (Eviction Prevention Pilot Initiative) program is a Monroe County
program funded by CARES Act dollars that helps families impacted by COVID,
experiencing decreased income, or increased expenses to maintain their
housing through payment of rental arrears. These services were complimented
with referrals to legal resources, financial advisement, and other information
to protect future housing stability.

Court Assistance Rental Assistance

Rent Paid TotalsIssues Addressed

"I had a rough experience with the EPPI program until I went to Connected
Communities. Mrs. Smith made things more understandable, really breaking
things down for me. She kept me up to date with what I will be receiving
and told me about other programs I can participate in. I was extremely
grateful! I went back to her for something else, outside of the EPPI
program, and rather than shooing me away, she was super open to helping.
She made me feel like I could refer people to her. She clearly cares and is
extremely informative! If I had the opportunity to work with her I would!
Whenever I hear about people in the area needing help I always refer them
to Connected Communities!"

Jessica Jacques
Beechowod Resident, EPPI Participant

$1,461,698 distributed to 
369 families

2,162 months or 180.2 years21 illegal evictions prevented

43 tenants received support



At Connected Communities, we know neighborhood residents have the insight and
knowledge to create lasting change in their own communities. The Resident
Ambassador Program, which began in 2019, not only gives neighborhood residents the
opportunity to be involved in revitalization efforts in Beechwood and EMMA, but also
pays them for their time and expertise.

Each year, Connected Communities hires Beechwood and EMMA residents as part-
time staff. These Resident Ambassadors are our boots-on-the-ground engagement
team members, serving as liaisons between community-based organizations and
neighborhood residents. They help organize events, conduct door-to-door outreach to
share information, and connect residents to resources in the area. The increase in
residents engaged is, in large part, due to the long-term commitment Resident
Ambassadors have for their neighborhood and community. 

P A G E  0 6

243% HIGHER 
than 2020

St. John Fisher College Evaluation

07 RESIDENT
AMBASSADOR

PROGRAM

Engaged 404 people in 
2020 through events

As the second year of the RA Program drew to a close, an external evaluation was conducted
by St. John Fisher College’s Social Innovation Academy. This evaluation was a continuation

of a two-year partnership with the college. Key findings of the evaluation included:

Strong stakeholder support for the continuation of the program.
RA Program led to increased community representation in community meetings.
More accurate representation of neighborhood dynamics.
Increased engagement of families and people from the neighborhood.
The primary benefit of the program was community engagement and civic participation.
The most important value of the RA Program is to act as two-way communication between
residents and Connected Communities.
Two of the RAs served on the Beechwood Neighborhood Coalition’s Board.
The RA Program reported as essential to helping people find their passion for community
engagement and neighborhood advocacy.
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A central component of the Resident Ambassador position is to
connect residents to existing resources in the Beechwood and
EMMA neighborhoods. During the summer of 2021, Resident
Ambassadors lead Neighborhood Pop-Up Sessions in various
locations throughout the neighborhoods. At Pop-Ups, Resident
Ambassadors listen to resident concerns and share resources with
them. 

Resident Ambassadors learned the extent to which people in our
neighborhood were struggling with housing, specifically rental
payments. Connected Communities was then able to act as a
direct intake for the County’s Eviction Prevention Pilot Program
(EPPI). 

Neighborhood Pop-up Sessions:
Connecting Residents to Resources

COMMUNITY
ENGAGEMENT

Resident Ambassadors held 11 pop-up events
and were able to speak to 275 people

In November of 2021, Connected Communities partnered with Foodlink, Sully Library, The
Thomas P. Ryan Center, and School #33 to hold a Resource Fair for our community. Resident
Ambassadors played an instrumental role in suggesting what resources were most needed and
in sharing the event information with the community.

30 organizations were present 
78 people attended Neighborhood Beautification:

Helping Neighbors Lead

Residents in our community often want to organize clean-sweeps;
however, they typically don’t know where to start. Resident
Ambassadors make clean-sweeps seem less daunting by filling out
paperwork to procure equipment and trash pick-up from the City of
Rochester, recruiting additional volunteers, and attending the clean
sweeps to lend an extra hand. 

In 2021, Resident Ambassadors assisted Copeland Street residents
with three neighborhood clean-sweeps. They also partnered with the
Beechwood Neighborhood Coalition for a Back-to-School clean-
sweep at School #33, the Ryan Center, and Sully Library. 
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83 residents signed up to participate in the Goodman Plaza project

In 2020 and 2021 Resident Ambassadors participated in the Goodman Plaza Coalition. Through
this participation, they presented information about the history of Goodman Plaza to
neighborhood coalitions, student groups, and residents alike. 

Over the last two years, their main goals were to share the history of the site with as many
residents as possible and to recruit residents to be involved in the project long-term.

engaged at 55 events 

243% HIGHER 

1386 PEOPLE

than 2020

In March of 2021, Connected Communities hosted experts from Common Ground Health’s
Vaccine Taskforce to our community for a virtual event: “COVID-19 Vaccine? Your Questions
Answered.” By summer, with vaccination rates still quite low, we felt it was necessary to bring

vaccines into our neighborhood instead of asking people to go to locations spread across the city.
 

In partnership with Monroe County, the City of Rochester, and Trillium Health, we were able to
bring COVID-19 vaccinations to three events occurring from August-November in 2021. Resident

Ambassadors and Vaccine Ambassadors from Common Ground Health went out into the
community to share information about vaccines and advertise the vaccination events. 

COVID-19 Vaccines: Bringing
Vaccines to the Community

COMMUNITY
ENGAGEMENT

In total, 162 people were
vaccinated 

Environmental Justice: 
A New Area of Growth 

408 flyers distributed

Through our partnership with Climate Solutions Accelerator, Resident Ambassadors received
training on home energy solutions and energy efficiency grant programs offered by Monroe
County. Resident Ambassadors then conducted outreach to connect residents to the Heat Smart
Campaign, a program aimed at providing homeowners and renters with energy efficiency home
improvement grants.

2021 Engagement

engaged through

door-to-door

canvassing

1202  PEOPLE

with 354 attendees

17 VIRTUAL EVENTS 
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Grand Ave Park
Adventure Course
Community Engagement
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325+ people attended
81 Beechwood/EMMA residents attended

76 people were vaccinated

One of the most important pieces to the planning process of the
Adventure Course was neighborhood youth inclusion. We wanted
youth—the people who would be using the Adventure Course—to
have a say in the design process. 

Grand Ave Park Adventure
Course Project

420 people voted:
56 online, 354 in person, 12 in library

Volunteers and community members came
out to help build the Adventure Course
during the second week of August.
Together, we all persisted despite days of
rain and intense heat! By Saturday, the final
pieces of equipment were put in place and
the Adventure Course was ready to be
unveiled. 

Adventure Course Opening

Build Week wrapped up on August 18th; however, the concrete needed to be
set and the rubber ground material needed to be placed before the Adventure
Course could be open to the public. 

On September 25, 2021, Connected Communities and partners hosted a
Grand Opening Fall Extravaganza for the Adventure Course. This was our
largest event; we released balloons, provided lunch, had games, crafts, and
even offered COVID-19 vaccines for attendees. Two of our neighborhood
youth and additional community members were interviewed about the
opening of the new Adventure Course. We hope to continue our Fall
Extravaganza series annually to bring the community together at Grand
Avenue Park!

We hired a team of 16 youth to vet the initial design and provide feedback. Then, the youth
assisted us with outreach throughout the neighborhood. Our youth team distributed 369 door
hangers informing residents of the Adventure Course. They also received 422 resident votes for
the final Adventure Course Design. 
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MIXED INCOME
HOUSING 

"The rezoning project is a pivotal step in allowing us to achieve several key
housing goals for the catchment such as building appropriate affordable infill
housing, helping existing residents to age in place and build inter-generational
wealth and improving existing housing stock.” 

Maureen Duggan
Housing Committee Chair

"The Wilson Foundation has a history of supporting housing instability and community
revitalization projects. The founders Peggy and Joseph Wilson set the stage for our grant-making
approach by tackling challenging issues head-on. We have observed the same thoughtful
determination and passion in LaShunda Leslie-Smith and the Connected Communities team. This
is why the Foundation entered into a partnership with Connected Communities. 

We invested in community stability in the EMMA and Beechwood area during
COVID-19 through our investment in the Landlord Fund (LF) and Emergency
Housing Fund (EHF). This effort assists landlords in preserving housing
affordability for residents and provides support to residents facing eviction
with the pending expiration of the statewide moratorium." 

The Wilson Foundation 
Senior Director of Programs

Junior Dillion, MA, LMHC

Through our neighborhood Landlord Fund, we invested $36,948.26 across 11 units
The fund preserved affordability and an automatic right to renew leases for 5 years. 
Thanks to our work with our partners at Climate Solutions Accelerator:
16 homes in our neighborhood are participating in the HeatSmart Monroe program,
matching them to home improvement grants and accessible financing to make rental
and owner-occupied homes more energy efficient.

Landlord Fund

In July 2021, our work to rezone 767 properties in Beechwood from R1 to R2 was
unanimously passed by City Council. This sets us up to enact a scattered-site
affordable rental housing development in partnership with Home Leasing as proposed
in our Comprehensive Neighborhood Plan. 

City Roots Community Land Trust and Greater Rochester Housing Partnership have
also contributed to the quality housing stock in our neighborhood by rehabilitating
homes for first-time income-qualifying homebuyers. The Land Trust’s work with the
Citywide Tenant Union has also resulted in community-controlled rental properties in
the process of rehabilitation all in the name of development without displacement.

Rezoning Project



East High EPO
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Established Community Engagement Team 

Facilitated annual school choice campaign

(door-to-door and phone banking)

Hosted parent pop-up events at School #33

Facilitated Community Partners meetings

Coordinated resources for over 500 families

0 25 50 75 100

20-21

33 School

Cradle-to-Career
Education

 

In 2020 and 2021, we've extended considerable efforts to strengthen our partnerships in
education and continue the much-needed work at the neighborhood schools. We’ve focused
efforts on promoting both East and School #33 as quality school choice options, establishing
School #33 as a community school, and providing opportunities for adult education in the
community. Our commitment to neighborhood and community schooling, and a feeder pattern
between School 33 and East has never wavered, despite the many challenges.

Community Schooling

East lower and upper school is a
thriving community school. In
partnership with East, we host an
annual “Future Ready” career fair
and neighborhood enrollment
initiatives. Our efforts have
supported the increase in
neighborhood enrollment from 5%
in 2015, to over 30% in 2020-21. 

The UR partnership has allowed
East High to try new approaches
and practices, thus yielding
amazing results. In 2020-21,
annual suspensions have dropped
by 90 percent from 2,468
recorded suspensions in 2014. 

(Cite: Rochester Beacon article, November 16, 2021)

2020-21

2020-21

2014-15

2014-15

2014-15

Grad %

Dropout
Rate

Attendance



14Economic
Development

$25K
invested by CC in the

neighborhood coffee

Roastery.

5
employed

Beechwood residents 

75%
of the work completed

for the opening of the

roastery

In 2021, Connected Communities partnered with 441 Ministries to help finalize
the development of their Coffee Roastery. 441 Ministries tried for 2 years to
start it, as it was a huge undertaking for them. Eventually, 441 was able to
purchase the property and begin the development of the space. They are now
heavy in construction and looking forward to its opening sometime in February.

The Coffee Roastery will lead to the overall sustainability of New City Cafe. It
will enable them to maintain the 2 full-time and 1 part-time jobs they have for
neighborhood youth and create additional employment opportunities for
Beechwood residents at the Roastery itself. 

Partnership

"The presence of Connected Communities has accelerated holistic development

in the Beechwood neighborhood tremendously during the past several years. 441

Ministries is extremely excited to formally partner with CC to bring more

economic development and affordable housing to the Beechwood

neighborhood."

441 Ministries is a Christian non-profit organization whose mission is to partner with local
churches and other like-minded organizations to bring hope, healing, and holistic development to
the Beechwood neighborhood of Rochester, NY through the proclamation of the gospel of Jesus
Christ in word and deed.

Spotlighting Our Community Partner, 441 Ministries

The establishment of New City Cafe has brought an
element of hope to the Beechwood neighborhood.
Their focus has been on neighborhood teen
employment, career guidance, and providing an
alternative to the street corner. 

Workforce Development

441 Ministries brings high-quality and
affordable housing to our neighbors.
This is one of the many ways they
strive to provide healing, hope, and
holistic development in Beechwood.

Housing

3
employed

Beechwood youth 

 

Executive Director
Nick Trombley



15 Financial Review

Wellness 7%
$194,987

Education 7%
$182,091

Economic Development 2%
$68,112

Administration 7%
$184,126

Housing 77%
$2,091,212

2021 Support
$3,021,030 Total Support 

Earned Income  1%
$22,980

Corporate Giving  1%
$32,500

Donations/Grants  98%
$2,966,050

2021 Expenses
$2,720,541 Total Expenses

Connected Communities is fortunate to be supported by key funders whose missions align
with equitable neighborhood revitalization. Though 2020 was a very hard year for many
nonprofits, with the support of COVID relief funds and generous donors, we were able to
maintain 100% of our staff and continue our operations in a safe and productive way. 

2020 Financials                                      

2020 Support $886,850    2020 Expenses $739,536 
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In 2022, we’ll be working on community design and financing
to bring the project, which will consist of both single- and
multi-family homes, to fruition. This will compliment ongoing
new build projects from Rochester Housing Authority and
Flower City Habitat for Humanity to create a mix of
homeowner and rental opportunities. 

Housing Projects

LOOK 
TO THE
FUTURE

Education Project Manager

RA Program Expansion

We are hiring an Education Project Manager (EPM) in 2022
and transitioning from the Community School Site
Coordinator role. However, our commitment to School 33 has
not changed. This role will foster strong relationships with
leaders in education to actualize the creation of a
neighborhood educational feeder pattern. The EPM will build
a working relationship with the leadership of School #33 and
East High School. Serving as a liaison between the
community and the schools, they will work collaboratively
with the Community School Site Coordinator at both schools.
They will recruit, train, and manage volunteers for education
pillar projects and initiatives.

We are pleased to announce the creation of a permanent
Lead Resident Ambassador! In 2022 we hiring for the 3rd
cohort of RA's. Resident Ambassadors will take the lead on
more projects and event planning and will build out new
workshops and trainings that encapsulate current work being
done in Beechwood/EMMA. Our focus continues to be
building long-term relationships with residents through the
RA Program. 

Neighborhood Impact Goals
In 2022 we will continue efforts to increase our collective
impact in stabilized housing, resident confidence, and
neighborhood image. The Comprehensive Neighborhood Plan
will remain essential to project-based work and shared
accountability in making the plan's vision a reality. 
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Community Partners

Funders

Donors and
Partners
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If you want to give, you can do so by clicking the button below

WAYS YOU
CAN HELP

Want to join our mailing list?
Contact Alicia Montalvo
Community Engagement Coordinator
alicia@connectedcommunitiesroc.org

Interested in serving on our board or a committee?
Contact LaShunda Leslie-Smith
Executive Director
lashunda@connectedcommunitiesroc.org

Interested in learning about other ways to volunteer?
Contact Rachel Betts 
Community Project Manager
rachel@connectedcommunitiesroc.org

https://www.connectedcommunitiesroc.org/donate

