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GEER Fund to Help Connecticut’s Young Children & Families
Gain Equal Access to Virtual Learning Opportunities
In order to provide Connecticut’s early childhood programs
and young families with equal access to virtual learning and
critical services during the pandemic, thousands of iPads will be
distributed statewide, thanks to the governor’s office, the Office
of Early Childhood and the RESC Alliance.
The collaboration will also deliver important professional
development and new, virtual-learning strategies to early
childhood teachers and providers across the state.
“Remote services are a very recent development for early
childhood, and the Office of Early Childhood has been grateful
for the partnership with EASTCONN and the RESC Alliance
to launch and support the Governor’s Emergency Education
Relief [GEER Fund] program,” said state Office of Early Childhood
Commissioner Beth Bye. “This innovative initiative will use
technology to connect families to critical early learning
opportunities and family support services.”
See GEER, page 2

The Show Goes on at ACT

Whether it’s Dance, Acting, A/V, Creative Writing or Theater
Production, ACT has found exciting, new ways to make it all work.
How does a hands-on performing arts magnet high school
continue to deliver top-notch learning experiences during a
pandemic? Like other schools, EASTCONN’s Arts at the Capitol
Theater (ACT) has worked hard to meet the challenges of
delivering both traditional academics and arts classes to on-site
and remote learners. Using advanced technologies and a big
dose of creativity, teaching staff continue to offer their students
exciting arts education opportunities, whether on stage or
behind the scenes.
See ACT, page 4
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Implemented last summer, Governor Ned Lamont’s $27.8-million GEER Fund was distributed to help close the digital divide in
Connecticut’s lower-income areas, and ensure that disadvantaged
students, from early childhood to K-12 to post-secondary, had
equitable access to remote learning and educational resources
throughout the pandemic and beyond.
About $4 million of the GEER Fund went to the Office of Early
Childhood to support young families whose children are accessing
their educational programs and services remotely. The Fund loans
iPads to families, and provides them with both WiFi access and
technical support. The grant also provides professional learning
for early childhood program teachers/providers. In the coming
weeks, 2,400 iPads will be programmed and distributed to families, as well as under-resourced programs, statewide.

Performing Arts Magnet High School
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“When families don’t have the technology
or connectivity to actively engage,
it’s a missed opportunity for
all of our young learners.” – Diane Gozemba
On behalf of the state’s Office of Early Childhood, EASTCONN
is coordinating the GEER Fund’s technology acquisition, distribution and support efforts, as well as its professional learning
component, which is being delivered to early childhood staff by
the state’s Regional Educational Service Center (RESC) Alliance.
EASTCONN is a member of the RESC Alliance, which also includes
ACES, CES, CREC, EdAdvance and LEARN.
All six RESC Alliance members shared the task of programming
iPads and distributing them to early childhood programs in their
respective regions, statewide. Those programs subsequently
delivered the iPads to participating families. EASTCONN staff is
coordinating the RESC Alliance’s Help Desk services for families
who need technical assistance, once they receive their iPads.
“A critical aspect of the GEER initiative is focused on providing
professional learning to early childhood programs that may lack
the technology or the expertise to engage with families in remote
learning,” said Diane Gozemba, EASTCONN’s Director of Early
Childhood Initiatives. “Our research-based, best-practice professional learning offers new strategies and approaches for keeping
children and families involved in learning.”
For this initiative, Office of Early Childhood goals include
helping programs maintain relationships with their students and
families; establishing workable, remote-learning schedules that
suit individual families; and determining the most effective tools
for connecting remotely.
“When families don’t have the technology or connectivity to
actively engage, it’s a missed opportunity for all of our young
learners,” said Gozemba.
“There are many, many statewide partners who are committed
to the success of this ambitious effort,” Gozemba added. “We
have an obligation to help our young children thrive and learn, in
spite of the challenges they – and their families – are facing during
this incredibly difficult period.”
Learn more: Please contact EASTCONN’s Diane Gozemba at
dgozemba@eastconn.org.

EASTCONN Connections

Learners Empowered to
Achieve their Potential

QUINEBAUG
MIDDLE COLLEGE

Arts at the Capitol Theater (ACT):
This full-day, public, performing arts
magnet high school for capable, motivated learners offers a college preparatory
curriculum that’s arts-integrated and
standards-based. Taught by certified
teachers and talented arts instructors,
each grade is limited to 35 students, who
may focus on any of 5 arts areas: Acting/Vocal Performance, A/V Production,
Creative Writing, Dance and Theater Production (set design, lighting design and
costuming). Located in the historic Capitol
Theater in downtown Willimantic.
NEASC Accredited.
www.eastconn.org/act.
Learners Empowered to Achieve their
Potential (LEAP): Academic courses in
this alternative high school are designed
to meet students’ graduation requirements while they earn an EASTCONN
high school diploma. For students who
are under-credited, over-age or at risk
of dropping out, LEAP offers personal
goal-setting in a supportive environment
that encourages learners to achieve their
full potential, both in and out of school.
Students acquire new skills through paid
internships and community service
opportunities that help prepare them for
careers, and life after high school.
Located in downtown Willimantic.
www.eastconn.org/LEAP.
Quinebaug Middle College (QMC):
Located on the campus of Quinebaug
Valley Community College (QVCC) in
Danielson, this state-of-the-art middle
college high school enrolls motivated,
capable learners who seek more control
over their educational program. Qualified students may attend QVCC classes
and earn free college credits toward an
Associate’s Degree, while continuing to
earn their QMC high school diploma.
With a STEM-focused and Humanities-rich
curriculum, QMC offers small, rigorous
classes, community service opportunities,
and a student-led governance structure.
NEASC Accredited.
www.eastconn.org/QMC.
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COVID-19 Couldn’t Stop the 2020 Summer Jobs Program
Youth & Family Services and New London Youth Affairs, the
program served 305 of the region’s 14-to-24-year-olds, who were
paid minimum wage for up to 100 hours of work, most of it
virtual, between July and August 2020. The Summer Youth
program is offered annually, although its reach depends on
funding levels each year.
“The Summer Youth Program provides our region’s youths with
general, well-rounded, pre-employability skills, so they learn what
employers require and gain a better understanding of themselves,
their strengths and interests,” said EASTCONN’s Cyndi Wells, the
program coordinator. “It gives them an opportunity to explore
new ways to contribute to society through work, while also
networking with potential employers.”
In order to participate, youths must reside in eastern
Connecticut, and meet program eligibility requirements.
Funding support is funneled to EWIB through the state Department of Labor, the Department of Children and Families (DCF),
local foundations and the Connecticut Health and Educational
Facilities Authority, Wells said.
In a normal, non-pandemic year, Wells said Summer Youth
participants would work in-person at paid internships, many of
them outdoors, for a variety of businesses. Support services, such
as work clothing, supplies and transportation assistance would
also be provided to any youths in need.
But last summer, 295 of 305 participants spent most of their
time in Google Classrooms, learning about résumé-writing,
goal-setting, career interests and lifestyle budgeting. They also
learned the importance of soft skills like punctuality, stress
management, empathy, and more. Another 10 youths opted for a

Normally, EASTCONN Summer Youth participants intern for a variety of for-profit and non-profit businesses, like community gardens,
shown here in 2019. In 2020, the program went nearly all-virtual.
COVID-19 called a halt to many jobs for Connecticut’s young
people last summer, but not for those who participated in an
EASTCONN summer program.
Through virtual classes, and a few in-person job sites, hundreds
of qualified Connecticut youths, from Thompson to New London,
took part in EASTCONN’s 2020 Summer Youth Employment Program, where they learned work-related skills intended to improve
their future job prospects.
Funded by the Eastern Connecticut Workforce Investment
Board (EWIB), and implemented in partnership with Norwich

See Summer Jobs, page 4

Meeting the Challenge:
Delivering Related Services During a Pandemic
Using their expertise, the latest research and collaborative
approaches, EASTCONN’s Related Services specialists have
continued to deliver critical supports to their students, despite
the pandemic.
“When schools shut down in mid-March, we rapidly shifted
to virtual-only platforms to keep children on track to meet their
IEP goals,” said Carol Magliocco, who directs EASTCONN’s Related Services group. “Staff adjusted to the monumental change so
quickly that only a week or two passed without sessions in place.”
EASTCONN’s Related Services specialists provide assistance
year-round to students with IEP goals, ages 3 to 21. Related
Services include assistive technology (AT), occupational therapy
(OT), physical therapy (PT) and speech-language pathology (SLP).
EASTCONN has 23 specialists, many of whom are trained in
multiple specialties with their discipline.
Early in the pandemic, staff identified the most effective
remote-delivery platforms, like Zoom, FaceTime and Google
Meet, and pushed their professional development to master
new approaches and unfamiliar tools like Boom Cards and green
screens. They also mailed engaging activity packets to students
that could be used in combination with virtual therapy sessions,
or with a parent.
Connecting with parents about the best research-based
approaches, and figuring out schedules that worked best for
families was crucial.
“As a result, most families chose to continue,” Magliocco said.
“We were happy to hear parents reporting that virtual sessions

During online sessions, Related Services staff naturally become
more animated in order to keep their young students on task.
continued to support their child’s progress. It was – and continues
to be – a wonderful, collaborative effort on everyone’s part.”
One parent, whose ninth-grade son receives EASTCONN
speech-language services, observed, “While having to quarantine,
he continued to receive this needed service virtually … His speech
therapist was engaging and kept my son on track during their
sessions. Obviously, virtual learning is not ideal, but she did an
incredible job helping my son work on his speech goals.”
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See Related Services, page 4
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The more hands-on disciplines like OT and PT were more
challenging to deliver.
“You just have to get creative,” said Magliocco. “Or coach the
parent. Some children were encouraged to take their therapist on
a walk; we’d use fun character emojis attached to popsicle sticks
to represent their therapist. That worked great! We also provide
short videos for parents, outlining ways to engage with their child
to help them meet their goals.”
“I was on a Zoom with a parent, and the mother commented on
the packet of information and activities that were provided, and
she was just thrilled to be so well-informed about her daughter’s
communication needs and what she could do to communicate
more,” said Joanne Lambert, EASTCONN’s AT Specialist.
Magliocco and Lambert agreed that even after schools fully
reopen, many virtual tools and lessons will stay in their tool kit.
“For example, in our autism program we did weekly parent
coaching sessions, which proved to be very effective,” said
Lambert. “Parents have asked if this is something we can continue
to do, even after we return to all in-person sessions. Many say they
feel newly empowered. We plan to keep it up.”

ACT students have kept right on learning and participating in
classes that encourage robust engagement and creative thinking.
“Our hybrid model of learning has allowed us to cohort students
based on grades and majors to minimize movement throughout
the building and maximize safety measures of distance and small
numbers in all of our learning spaces,” said ACT Principal Sarah
Mallory. “Students are able to access instruction with Chromebooks from home or school to allow continuity of learning.”
Classes usually include in-person students as well as remote
learners; staff are using Zoom to teach both simultaneously.
“Whether at home or in school, our resources for A/V classes
have never been more robust,” said Media Technology teacher
Dan Boisvert. “All students have their own Chromebooks and
through student research, we have been able to use several compatible, free software options. ACT has also purchased licensing
for editing and design software. These options continue to help
students explore, collaborate virtually and, of course, create.
It’s a different experience and it’s working pretty well.”

Lambert shared another tactic that will have staying power:
Zoom meetings.
“Pre-COVID, on any given day, we might have needed to be
in multiple districts, and couldn’t attend a PPT in-person, which
meant we’d use the phone. Now, using a video chat platform like
Zoom, we can be in two places more effectively.”
“We’ve become so skilled at providing virtual services outside
of the school setting that we’ll continue to use many of our virtual
tools for reinforcement and to support schools – even when we’re
back in a regular, in-person school environment,” said Magliocco.
“No doubt about it.”
Learn more: Carol Magliocco at cmagliocco@eastconn.org.

“Whether at home or in school,
our resources for A/V classes
have never been more robust.” – Dan Boisvert
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variety of hybrid internships in Windham and Norwich, among
them, tutoring, gardening, food preparation and marketing.
All participants learned financial literacy skills and followed strict
health and safety protocols.
“This year, for the online component, we provided wrap-around
services like teaching participants how to use a computer and how
to effectively use platforms like Google Classroom,” said EASTCONN’s Yamilez Perea-Gonzalez, a co-facilitator of the program.
“And because we were primarily remote, we could redirect
unused transportation funds to purchase Chromebooks to ensure
that our participants had online access.”
Where needed, the program also provided case management to
address youths’ essential needs like food insecurity and rent.
“Every year, our goal with this program, whether in-person or
virtual, is to help participants be successful by preparing them for
that next stage, when they actually land their first, full-time job,”
said Connie Sipos, a co-facilitator of the EASTCONN program.
Pending a renewal of funding for 2021, EASTCONN’s youth jobs
program will return this summer. For more information, please
contact Cyndi Wells at cwells@eastconn.org.
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Studying dance offers some unique challenges. Studios and
stages are marked-off to allow for proper social distancing.
When the weather is good, classes are held outdoors.
“The Dance Department at ACT is currently working on their
first full-length dance performance film and live-stream performance,” said Tiana Mancuso, ACT’s Director of Dance. “Using the
Shaboo Stage and other outdoor spaces for classes and rehearsals
has been exciting and it has inspired us to create a site-specific
work, filmed in various downtown Willimantic locations.”
“The theater program is developing an interactive video game
format that we are hoping will be live-streamed,” said Director of
Theater Sandra Evans-Abbott. “We’re planning to develop this
in conjunction with the A/V program and the Theater Production
program. We are still working on conceptual logistics, and will be
calling the piece ‘The Performers of the Pandemic.’”
Other areas of study at ACT include Creative Writing and
Theater Production. EDITOR’s NOTE: Learn more about ACT on
page 2 of this newsletter, or at www.eastconn.org/act.

