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Mary K. Tshonas is Quinebaug
Middle College’s New Principal

Mary K. Tshonas is leading EASTCONN’s magnet high school, where
students can earn free Quinebaug Valley Community College credits.

Mary K. Tshonas has been chosen to lead EASTCONN’s
public magnet high school, Quinebaug Middle College (QMC),
located on the campus of Quinebaug Valley Community College
(QVCC) in Danielson.
Tshonas has served as QMC’s interim principal, assistant
principal and dean of students.
“I am delighted to announce the appointment of Mary K.
Tshonas” said EASTCONN Executive Director Gary S. Mala.
“She brings an ideal professional background to her new
leadership position and has clearly demonstrated a keen
understanding of the school’s mission, students and staff. Her
new role at QMC is well earned, and I look forward to supporting
her student-centered work at QMC.”
See Mary K. Tshonas, page 2

Cooperative Helps Students with
Disabilities Greet Life Head-On

EASTCONN
376 Hartford Turnpike
Hampton, CT 06247

EASTCONN’s Woodstock Academy Cooperative helps students
grow the life skills and confidence they’ll need after graduation.
A long and fruitful education alliance between EASTCONN
and The Woodstock Academy has made it possible for northeastern Connecticut high school students with intellectual and/
or developmental disabilities to develop the skills and confidence
they need to navigate the world after graduation.
The Woodstock Academy Cooperative program (WAC),
which has been run by EASTCONN for more than 25 years, is
housed on The Woodstock Academy’s beautiful, wooded campus
in Woodstock, Conn. The WAC program enrolls nine high school
students with special needs, ages 14-18, from Brooklyn, Pomfret,
Woodstock and Eastford.
See Cooperative page 2

...Cooperative, from page 1

...Mary K. Tshonas, from page 1
Open since 2008, QMC is intended for
motivated, independent learners in grades 9-12. QMC
students can take free QVCC classes while attending
QMC and earn their associate’s degree while still in
high school. QMC is located on the QVCC campus.
“QMC is a hidden gem,” said Tshonas. “What
we offer to students in this region is unlike any other
educational institution and I’m thrilled to be part of it.
I’m looking forward to ensuring that our students have
increased opportunities in the college realm and also
in areas of certification, like those available through
QVCC in health-related fields and manufacturing.
I fully and firmly believe in the mission of QMC and
its personalized learning environment, as well as its
democratic learning community, where students have
a voice and a choice.”

“QMC is a hidden gem. What we offer
to students in this region is unlike
any other educational institution...”
Tshonas first joined QMC five years ago as the
STEM instructional coach and data facilitator. She
helped lead QMC’s years-long effort to earn New
England Association of Schools and Colleges (NEASC)
accreditation, which was awarded last spring.
She continues to work with QVCC to develop
programs that ensure QMC students are ready for the
challenge and rigor of college classes at QVCC.
Prior to joining EASTCONN, Tshonas was a teacher at Tolland Middle School. She earned her bachelor’s
from UCONN, Storrs, and obtained her master’s, with
distinction, from Eastern Connecticut State University.
She holds an 092 certificate from Sacred Heart, and is
working toward her Sixth Year Degree.
Visit www.eastconn.org/qmc, or contact
Mary K. Tshonas at mtshonas@eastconn.org.

Emily, left, one of nine EASTCONN WAC students, leans in for a hug from
Kim Fitzner, who coordinates the program in Woodstock.
Woodstock Academy staff and students help WAC students manage a full
school day, as they attend smaller EASTCONN classes, gain vocational and/or
job-skills training, and then head either to regular, mainstream Woodstock Academy classes with their non-disabled peers, or to their paid, on-campus jobs.
“By attending mainstream Woodstock Academy classes, our students experience a wider range of course materials, which is important, since we want our
students to feel connected to their peers and to learn how to interact in their
communities,” said Kim Fitzner, who coordinates WAC for EASTCONN.
The Woodstock Academy is a prestigious private high school that enrolls
public high school students from surrounding towns.
“In effect, our WAC students are on a mini-college campus, where they
need to problem-solve, manage their time, develop self-confidence and learn
how to self-advocate,” Fitzner said.
“The Academy prides itself on partnering with many local institutions, like
EASTCONN, to better prepare all of our students for life after high school,” said
Chris Sandford, Head of The Woodstock Academy. “We are happy to strengthen
and grow our relationship with EASTCONN ... Our welcoming and supportive
environment makes all students, no matter their ability, gender, or place of
origin, feel welcomed and a part of a larger community.”
See Cooperative page 4

EASTCONN Joins National Leaders in D.C. to
Secure Legislative Support for Adult Education

EASTCONN’s Kristin Hempel met with U.S. Rep. Joe Courtney, far
left, along with CAACE’s David Downes to discuss adult education.

EASTCONN Connections

EASTCONN Associate Director of Adult and Community
Programs Kristin Hempel joined national adult education leaders in
Washington, D.C., as part of the annual Coalition on Adult Basic
Education (COABE) Capitol Hill Day.
Attendees met with staff from 70 different legislative offices in
order to bring attention to the powerful, positive impacts adult
education has on the economic and social well-being of communities.
Staff from the offices of U.S. Sen. Chris Murphy, U.S. Sen. Richard
Blumenthal, and U.S. Rep. Rosa DeLauro met with COABE leaders.
U.S. Rep. Joe Courtney met personally with the Connecticut
delegation. Connecticut legislators pledged their continued support
for adult education initiatives and programs across the state.
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EASTCONN Creates
Literacy Kits for Kids

Late this summer, EASTCONN staff used their creativity, imagination and artistry to make nearly 100 Literacy
Kits for students in grades K-2. Each of the homemade
Literacy Kits were to be themed in connection with an
individual children’s book. The goal is to inspire youngsters to read. The kits, which are part of a United Way
literacy project, included everything from handmade
illustrations, to funny puppets and colorful hats. The
EASTCONN-made kits were delivered to youngsters
in Sterling, Thompson and Killingly. EASTCONN staff
devoted time to this community service project as part
of their annual Unity Day celebration in late August.
Editor’s Note: Please see more photos of EASTCONN’s
Unity Day on the newsletter’s back page.

Head Start Program Grows To Support Kids and Families
And it’s free.
“It’s a win-win for income-eligible families who reside in the
Danielson, Moosup and Tolland County region,” said Anne Sousa,
EASTCONN’s Assistant Director of Early Childhood Services.
“In the EASTCONN region, which stretches across northeastern Tolland and Windham counties, there is a shortage of state or
federally funded first-rate preschool programs, which help prepare
3-to-5-year-olds for kindergarten,” Sousa said. “Our Head Start/
Early Head Start programs support the whole family, build children’s
school readiness skills and provide lots of important services for
their families.”
EASTCONN staff make referrals for Birth-to-Three services and
to school districts. They also ensure that youngsters have a dental
home, and connect families with housing, energy and food assistance, adult education programming and other stabilizing resouces.
“Both our site-based and home-based preschool programs
concentrate on supporting the whole child and family, and one of
our goals is to help not only small children, but also multiple generations in individual families,” Sousa said. “Throughout our early care

Head Start youngsters at EASTCONN’s Danielson site, had fun
experimenting with finger paints during an arts-based class activity.
In a region where low-income families struggle to find highquality preschool options for their children, EASTCONN has some
good news.
EASTCONN’s Head Start/Early Head Start programs now have
more slots available for preschool children in northeastern Connecticut.
EASTCONN has opened a new Head Start site for 16 children
in Plainfield’s Moosup Gardens housing complex, as well as a new
home-based Head Start program for 16 youngsters in Tolland
County. Both sites are recruiting 3-to-5-year-olds now.
In addition, EASTCONN has recently opened three new Head
Start/Early Head Start classrooms in EASTCONN’s Northeast Learning Center facility in Danielson, where parents can take advantage
of EASTCONN’s Two-Generational (2Gen) program. After parents
drop off their children at the Danielson Head Start/Early Head Start
classrooms, they can walk next door to participate in EASTCONN’S
2Gen Adult Education classes, where they can earn a high school
diploma, improve their English, learn new job skills, or get employment assistance.
Meanwhile, their children are safe, happy and participating in an
enriching, EASTCONN-run Head Start/Early Head Start education
program.

“It’s a win-win for income-eligible families in
Danielson, Moosup and Tolland County...”
preschool programs, we help children develop cognitive flexibility,
memory recall, social skills, persistence to a task and ability to selfregulate – all the things that promote successful lifelong learning.
Children with high executive function skills do better in school and
in life. And so do adults.”
EASTCONN’s new home-based Head Start program in Tolland
County brings an early childhood specialist into the homes of participants each week for 1.5 hours. While visiting each home, EASTCONN staff share parenting skills, information about child development, nutrition, family and child-friendly play activities, and help
parents set family and educational goals. EASTCONN home visitors
also connect families with the services they need.
For enrollment information, or to apply for an open slot in any
of the three new Head Start/Early Head Start programs, contact
Jennifer Snyder, Enrollment Coordinator for EASTCONN’s Head
Start Program, at 860-455-1586, or at jsnyder@eastconn.org.
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EASTCONN’s UNITY DAY 2018
On a beautiful, blue-sky, late-August day, nearly 350 employees attended EASTCONN’s Unity Day, an annual ritual that brings staff
together just before the start of a new school year. This year’s Unity Day events included a community service activity (the construction of
Literacy Kits for students in the region), a health and wellness fair, lawn games and classes in yoga, self-defense and Zentangle. Lunchtime
featured food trucks and ice cream trucks with ethnic and specialty foods for everyone. Staff enjoyed singing karaoke and hearing keynote
speaker Joyce Saltman, a humorist and educator, who kept everyone laughing at the end of a jam-packed, light-hearted day.

...Cooperative, from page 2
“What we provide through the WAC
program is bigger than just learning job
skills,” Fitzner said. “Our students have a
voice and a choice in what they choose to
pursue, both academically and vocationally. We want them to focus on self-determination, independence and transition
skills like employment and daily living.”
“This program has been great for
Emily and our whole family,” said Denise
Skellett, a parent whose daughter, Emily,
attends the WAC program. “It really has
focused on Emily’s strengths and she has
blossomed. With support [from WAC
staff], I’ve been encouraged to let Emily
be more independent and she’s thriving. She’s proud of her accomplishments
and so are we! She participates in unified
classes and sports now. Trying new things
was always a little scary for her, so this
program has been great.”
“One exciting aspect of the WAC
program is that families who had been
thinking they had to plan everything for
their children for the rest of their lives
are able to make a mental shift away
from that expectation,” said EASTCONN
Director of Special Services Eric Protulis, who oversees the special education
group.
“They begin to see how much their
children can do for themselves, and can
see their sense of pride and self-confidence increase dramatically. That’s our
goal: To help students build lifelong skills
that will help them find jobs, be independent and live happy lives in their own
communities.”

WAC students can choose to work
in a variety of on-campus jobs. Emily
Skellett described how she felt about the
WAC program and her cafeteria job. “I
love it!” she exclaimed with a big smile.
“I like my co-workers and working with
people.”
Students also connect with their
Woodstock Academy peers through unified music/chorus, field trips and sports
programs.
“The number of Academy peer
mentors who volunteer in our unified
programs is inspiring,” said Fitzner.
“Every year, about 60 mentors join us for
soccer, basketball, Unified Club, track and
kickball. It’s a wonderful, collaborative
program. Everyone benefits.”
“With this partnership, we have seen
an increase of student-to-student partnerships through many different venues,”
said Sandford. “The Academy is a unique,
independent school, which has the curricular and programmatic flexibility to
provide unique experiences to students.”
“This Cooperative education program is a service we are proud to provide
to our EASTCONN-region towns, as we
work in partnership with The Woodstock
Academy,” said Protulis. “We are providing an affordable, high-quality program
in a region that doesn’t have a lot of resources for students with more significant
disabilities.”
To learn more, contact Kim Fitzner at
kfitzner@eastconn.org, or Eric Protulis at
eprotulis@eastconn.org.

4.

Professional Notes
Nine members of EASTCONN’s
Psychological and Behavioral
Consultation (PBC) group collaborated on two different presentations for the Annual Berkshire
Association for Behavior Analysis
and Therapy Conference in October, attended by several thousand
New England-based BCBAs and
other special educators.
EASTCONN PBC staff presentations included:

• “‘Rewards Don’t Work!’

Fine-Tuning Reward Systems to
Increase Effectiveness in Schoolbased Settings” (presented by
EASTCONN PBC staff members
Erin Crosby, Jacqueline Dubois,
Jessica Miglio, Chris Barclay and
Melinda Judson).

• “Beyond the Small Group:

Overcoming Challenges to Generalization and Maximizing Impact of
Social Skills Instruction” (presented
by EASTCONN PBC staff members
Erin Dunn, Ravit Stein,
Rose Jaffery and Jennifer Carr).

