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Using Family Outreach
to Reduce Students’
Chronic Absenteeism

EASTCONN Family and Community Liaison Ninoshka Alba (left) poses with
Diane Dugas, Director of Leading and Learning (right).

As educators focus on improving student attendance
statewide, EASTCONN is working with its own high school
magnets and Windham Public Schools to improve attendance
among students who are chronically absent.
“Statewide family surveys indicate there are many reasons
why students are missing classes,” said Diane Dugas,
EASTCONN’s Director of Leading and Learning, “and the
pandemic is magnifying all of them.”
Surveys list powerful family concerns, including a fear of
COVID-related illness for a family member, a lack of transportation, sibling child-care needs, difficulty with technology and
unreliable internet connections, among many others.
See Absenteeism, page 2

Alumna Vania Galicia
Teaches the Next
Generation of Farmers

Vania Galicia teaches a cohort of young farmers at GROW Windham’s
Community Gardens at Lauter Park in Willimantic.

If you’ve ever tried to grow strawberries, you probably know
they don’t always bear fruit the first or second year you plant
seeds in the ground.
Vania Galicia, 23, of Windham, said she’s glad she learned
that lesson early on.
“I got these little tiny strawberries that were very small, and
I just thought I had done it wrong,” Galicia said. “But after doing a little more research, I figured out, ‘Oh, that’s supposed
See Alumna, page 4
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...Absenteeism, from page 1

“Statewide family surveys indicate there are many reasons why students
are missing classes, and the pandemic is magnifying all of them.”
– Diane Dugas, EASTCONN’s Director of Leading & Learning
Over the summer, EASTCONN, Windham and educators
across the state joined the Connecticut State Department of
Education (CSDE) Learner Engagement and Attendance Program
(LEAP) to address chronic absenteeism challenges.
LEAP is sponsored by the CSDE.
Developed in collaboration with the RESC Alliance,
Attendance Works and Parent Teacher Home Visits, the state’s
LEAP program trains and sends out district educators and
liaisons to build positive, culturally responsive relationships with
families of children who are chronically absent. Home visitors,
either by phone or in-person, learn about families’ needs and
challenges and their aspirations for their children. With repeated
visits and/or conversations, liaisons work to build trust, provide
needed resources, and create a family/student support plan;
visitors do not enforce school attendance policies.
CSDE 2019-2020 attendance data show that absenteeism was
more prevalent statewide among students in the early grades
and again in early high school.
Windham is among 15 Connecticut districts identified by the
CSDE as having high rates of student absenteeism. In response,
Windham High School, in Willimantic, is implementing a LEAP
initiative to bring back its reluctant 9th- and 10th-graders, Dugas
said. EASTCONN has helped Windham design its LEAP plan and
train its home visitors, all of whom are certified teachers. Dugas
said that the 15 districts participating in the state’s LEAP program meet regularly to share working strategies that can support
improved attendance outcomes for all students.
In its own magnet high schools, EASTCONN is implementing
an attendance initiative that mirrors the LEAP program.
EASTCONN’s Ninoshka Alba is the liaison for EASTCONN’s Arts
at the Capitol Theater (ACT) magnet high school in Willimantic,
and Quinebaug Middle College (QMC) in Danielson.
“Out of the 100 families whose children were chronically
absent last year, about 30 returned my calls this fall,” Alba said.
“And eight out of 10 said their child would be fine this year

CT’s LEAP program trains district educators to build positive,
culturally responsive relationships with families of children who
are chronically absent.

because of in-person classes. As a result, we’ve transitioned to
attendance this year, with a focus on early intervention.”
Alba said parents cited many different reasons for their child’s
absences last year, including critical basics like housing, utilities,
food stamps and clothing. “I tell them that the school can help
with all of that,” she said. “I let parents know, ‘I’m here to
support you. I’m here to help. You can talk to me.’”
“As a result of what we’re learning from families, we’re
building a town-by-town list of family resources that address
issues like mental health, fuel, housing and more,” said Dugas.
“Our ultimate goal is to create a regional attendance review
board in eastern Connecticut that links all families in our region’s
schools to the resources they need, so they can focus on their
child’s learning.
“The results of our attendance efforts remain to be seen,
since we’re in the early stages,” she said. “But we’re confident
that through personalized family outreach and support we’ll
begin to break down barriers that keep many students home
from school.”
Reach out to Diane Dugas at ddugas@eastconn.org.

Pumpkins +
Apples
= Family Fun!

EASTCONN Head Start held its first family event of the year at Lapsley Orchard in Pomfret. We had a great turnout!
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Agency Professional Notes
Diane Gozemba, EASTCONN’s Director of
Early Childhood Initiatives, completed the
requirements to earn a Certificate in Early
Education Leadership at Professional Education
at the Harvard Graduate School of Education
(HGSE). The 15-month process consisted of
participating virtually in an online platform with
early childhood professionals around the world.

EASTCONN to Offer
Year-Round Youth
Employment Program

Diane Gozemba

Dr. Chris Barclay, Ph.D., BCBA, an Educational
& Behavioral Consultant at EASTCONN,
published an article called “Benchmarks of
Equality? School-Wide Positive Behavioral
Interventions and Supports and the Discipline
Gap” in the Journal of Positive Behavior
Interventions.

Dr. Chris Barclay,
Ph.D., BCBA

To read Dr. Barclay’s work, visit
https://bit.ly/3Bjs3ks.

Shawn Brodeur became EASTCONN’s
Facilities Director in July 2021, overseeing
the day-to-day operations of the agency’s
15 program, school, and administrative sites,
all located across EASTCONN’s 33-town,
36-school district region in northeastern
Connecticut.
Shawn Brodeur

Kristin Hempel, Associate Director of Adult &
Community Programs at EASTCONN, appeared
on the Age-Out Angels Radio Hour with Greg
Rapport. As the Region 1 representative on the
Coalition on Adult Basic Education (COABE)
council, Kristin discussed adult education and
family literacy.
Visit https://youtu.be/yBikVQiGD-8 to watch.
Kristin Hempel

Once confined to the summer months, EASTCONN’s
Connecticut Youth Employment and Training Program
now receives year-round funding, allowing staff
members and community partners to prepare even
more area youngsters for bright, professional futures.
“No adult education program in the state has a
youth employment program like EASTCONN’s,”
said Richard Tariff, Director of EASTCONN’s Adult &
Community Programs. “We’re very unique in that
sense.”
One of the program’s new funding streams comes
from a three-year contract with the state Bureau of
Rehabilitation Services, which falls under the umbrella
of the Connecticut State Department of Aging and
Disability Services.
“There’s a program called Level Up for people in
high school transitioning into the world of work,” said
Cyndi Wells, Youth Coordinator of Employment and
Training at EASTCONN. “The state contracted with all
of the workforce boards to provide funding both
during the summer and the school year. This is the
first year that that’s happened.”
EASTCONN’s program, which is administered
through the agency’s Adult and Community Programs
division, prepares first-time jobseekers to navigate
every step along the path.
“We make the process as realistic as possible for
what they would experience in the workforce,” said
Wells. “We’re really assessing their barriers and what
their career goals and interests are, and also their
motivation to work.”
Through the program, participants receive training
for careers in healthcare, office administration, landscaping, customer service, food preparation and more.
Although the largest cohort participates during the
summer months, there are still about 125 individuals
enrolled during September through June, Wells said.
See Employment, page 4

Did you know that October is Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC)
Awareness month? EASTCONN’s Assistive Technology Lending Library contains a

wide range of AAC tools.
Contact Ann Bedard at abedard@eastconn.org to find out how you can start utilizing
this great resource, and scan this QR code to find out what AAC is all about.
3.

...Aluma, from page 1

“I think it’s awesome to have representation of the community, someone who directly
knows how everything goes, knows what can be changed and what needs more attention.”
– Vania Galicia, Community Farmer at GROW Windham
to happen with strawberries.’ It
could have been something easy, like
maybe lettuce or kale, and it could
have gone perfectly and I would have
said, ‘Wow, it’s so easy.’ But that’s
not how farming is.”
Now, as a full-time community
farmer at GROW Windham, Galicia
teaches the ins and outs of growing
food to young people in her community. She knows the grounds at Willimantic’s Lauter Park, where the organization hosts its community gardens,
as well as anyone; on a recent tour,
Galicia pointed to a row of “snack
beds” that were largely empty.
“All of these we take care of, but
they’re open to the public,” Galicia
said. “So, whenever there are cucumbers, tomatillos, tomatoes, strawberries, peppers... when all those come
in, whoever is here can pick them.
Folks come out here all the time just
waiting to see what’s ready.”
Years ago, Galicia got her first taste
of farming as a sophomore at
Windham Technical High School,
where she enrolled in EASTCONN’s
Summer Youth Employment Program.
This past year, GROW Windham
hired Galicia as a community farmer.
As someone who came through the
program herself, she’s proud to
teach food production to the next
generation of growers.
“I think it’s awesome to have representation of the community, someone
who directly knows how everything
goes, knows what can be changed
and what needs more attention,”
Galicia said. “I think it’s a really
different insight that other folks
wouldn’t have.”

Growing communal food in an
urban setting can be challenging.
Recently, GROW Windham had $500
worth of gardening equipment taken
from Lauter Park; since then, the
organization has raised more than
twice that amount for new tools
through a social media fundraising
campaign.
In addition to GROW Windham’s
summer offerings, there’s also a
school-year program, where youth
meet once or twice a month to
discuss issues that affect them and to
plan for the next growing season.
Galicia’s students, she said, are
often surprised by how much work
goes into food production. “In the
generation they grew up in, food
production isn’t something that
seems very common,” she said,
“especially if you grow up in a place
like Willimantic that’s a little bit more
urban and not everyone has their
garden, or if you didn’t grow up with
farmers in your family and you’re
used to just going to the grocery
store to get all your food.”
When they see actual vegetables
coming out of the ground, Galicia’s
students feel astonished and
empowered.
“They’re like, ‘Wow, I can’t really
believe this tiny seed that we just
took care of grew all this food,’”
Galicia said. “And the other side of
it is, ‘I can’t believe how many things
can go wrong in actually obtaining
this food.’ … When they get the final
product, I think they’re very proud
and amazed by what they’ve done.”
To learn more, contact Cyndi Wells
at cwells@eastconn.org.

SCAN THE QR CODE
TO WATCH OUR VIDEO PROFILE
OF VANIA GALICIA.

...Employment, from page 3

Applicants, ages 14 to 24, begin by filling out an interest form
on the EASTCONN website; between March and June 2021, the
agency received more than 2,000 submissions. The onboarding
process includes an interview that simulates what they’d
experience in the real world.
“They learn about what it’s like to work,” Wells said. “We do a
financial literacy overview, so they understand what a paycheck
looks like. It’s really about giving them a ground-level
understanding of the world of work.”
Once enrolled, EASTCONN places workers with real-world
community partners for minimum wage-earning jobs. “They’re
not just doing training, but they’re actually practicing their skills,”
Wells said. “It’s like doing an internship out in the community.”
EASTCONN collaborates with Norwich Human Services, New
London Youth Affairs and other community partners to secure

internships. During a recent entrepreneurial and equity/resilience
training, young workers met with the producers of “A Most
Beautiful Thing,” a documentary about the first African American
high school rowing team in the country.
The agency also partnered with the Southeastern Regional
Action Council (SERAC) to conduct Narcan trainings for youth
who are interested in suicide prevention; participants earned a
certificate from the state Department of Mental Health and
Addiction Services.
“Our big push this year was getting back out into the
worksite,” Wells said. “It’s a huge transition for the staff and for
the youth to be accountable for getting somewhere on time,
getting dressed and all those details, but we were adamant
that we needed them out there.”
Contact Cyndi Wells to learn more at cwells@eastconn.org.
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