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Staff Wellness During COVID-19;
EASTCONN Responds to a Critical Need

Effective staff wellness strategies provide teachers with protected time
for connecting, lifting one another’s spirits, and doing group activities.

With a focus on strategies that promote well-being among
teaching staff, EASTCONN consultants are piloting a sustainable approach to wellness and community-building that can
be applied within any school system.
“During the pandemic, the issue of staff wellness has been
highlighted as an area of critical need,” said EASTCONN
Psychological & Behavioral Consultant, Dr. Taylor Koriakin, a
member of the agency’s highly regarded Psychological and
Behavioral Consultation Division. “There was already a great
deal of stress for those working in schools prior to the
pandemic. Now staff members are not only coping with stress
and the uncertainty of a pandemic, but also the stress of their
changing roles in the transition to online learning and adhering
to new disease-prevention procedures.”
Koriakin and PBC Director Dr. Ravit Stein recently discussed
See Wellness, page 2

EASTCONN Hosts
COVID-19 Vaccination
Clinic for School Staff

EASTCONN RN Michelle Smith looks on as EVC staffer Douglas
Waddell delivers heart-shaped balloons to every clinic nurse.

Even with a few momentary winces, the room was filled with
relief and optimism when 102 EASTCONN teachers,
administrators and staff received their first doses of the
Moderna vaccine in March.
See Vaccine Clinic, page 4
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EASTCONN’s new staff wellness initiative, which is guided by
research-based, social-emotional learning and trauma-informed
practices.
“Using a literature-based framework for explaining the effects
of trauma, we know that the most important factor is an individual’s experience of that trauma,” Stein said. “We also know
that the results of chronic stress in teachers can be far-reaching,
affecting not only the teacher personally and professionally, but
by extension, his or her students as well.”
Stein and Koriakin pointed to extensive research that identifies
potential consequences of chronic stress among teachers,
including increased rates of physical and psychological distress;
poor job performance; reduced quality of relationships with
students; less effective instruction delivery; difficulty managing
student behaviors; increased absences, and more. These may also
translate into diminished student outcomes. Studies also show
that chronic teacher stress is associated with teachers leaving
the profession, and is likely a major cause of the nation’s current
teacher shortage. That, in turn, results in students being taught
by less experienced teachers.
Stein observed that single-event efforts to support teacher
wellness are largely ineffective.
“It’s also a question of figuring out what we can change in the
workplace that affects teacher stress and wellness, because
no amount of chocolate or bubble bath will help if you’re
overwhelmed, or you don’t have the skills to do your job well,
or you have too much on your plate,” she said.
During COVID-19, Stein said that new approaches to staff
wellness had shifted toward fostering connections and
relationships in order to create and sustain community-building
frameworks within school systems.
“One of the biggest challenges is a school’s competing
priorities,” said Stein. “Building-level principals are naturally
focused on their students’ wellness. But in order for wellness
efforts to succeed, schools need to institute protected time for
staff to positively connect with one another, build community
and lift each other up.”
“We support districts in thinking through how wellness can be
aligned with other work, like school climate and behavioral
supports,” said Koriakin. “What existing structures can support
this work and build opportunities for positive connections?”
Sterling Community School in Sterling, Conn., identified its own
need for a staff wellness initiative, and began collaborating with
EASTCONN in January to implement new approaches.
“[We] are participating in a number of wellness activities to
promote regular self-care and provide opportunities for professional collaboration,” said Laura Smith, Clinical Supervisor at the
Sterling school. “Since January, faculty and staff have been
following a Wellness Calendar with daily wellness strategies
(e.g., physical, emotional/mental, relational or spiritual activities).
Additionally, faculty are part of ‘Wellness Wildcats’ groups that
meet twice monthly to provide dedicated time to connect with a
small group of staff, both professionally and personally.”
One outcome? “Faculty survey data indicate 96% of participants are reporting these meetings to be helpful,” Smith said.
“I feel like we’re just scratching the surface of what we can
do to support teachers’ wellness,” said Koriakin. “We’re proud of
how far we’ve come, but there’s so much more to do.”
Learn more. Contact Dr. Taylor Koriakin at tkoriakin@eastconn.
org, or Dr. Ravit Stein at rstein@eastconn.org.
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2 EASTCONN Adult Students
Earn CAACE “Learners
of the Year” Awards

Maria (Rosi) Lázaro

Carol Bennett

The Connecticut Association for Adult and Continuing
Education (CAACE) has named two EASTCONN Adult and
Community Programs students as their 2021 Learners
of the Year.
The honorees, Maria (Rosi) Lázaro and Carol Bennett, both
of Willimantic, were acknowledged for their educational
achievements and perseverance during the 40th Annual
CAACE Conference in March. Each year, CAACE selects five
adults from among the state’s adult education programs to
receive the Learner of the Year award.
“It’s unusual to have 2 winners from one adult education
program, so we are doubly delighted about their achievements,” said Kristin Hempel, EASTCONN’s Associate Director
for Adult and Community Programs. “Both of these women
have demonstrated the tenacity and determination it takes to
pursue their education and, ultimately, their career goals.
It’s humbling. We’re very proud of them.”
Lázaro is a 2020 graduate of EASTCONN’s Spanish GED
High School Completion Program; she also attended
EASTCONN’s English-as-a-Second-Language program and
completed several certificates in EASTCONN’s National
Customer Service Credential Program. Lázaro acts as an
advocate for immigrant families in her community, especially
new arrivals and those who don’t speak English.
Bennett is a 2021 graduate of EASTCONN’s NEDP High
School Completion program. She has been the primary
caretaker for several family members and volunteers at a
church in Putnam to help prepare meals for those in need.
She is interested in becoming either a certified nursing
assistant or a certified medical assistant through
EASTCONN’s Adult and Continuing Education programs.

“It’s unusual to have 2 winners from one adult
education program, so we are doubly delighted about
their achievements.”
– Kristin Hempel, Adult & Community Programs
CAACE is a non-profit organization that provides leadership
in advancing the concept of lifelong learning, and offering
professional development conferences and activities.
To learn more about EASTCONN’s Adult Education Program,
contact Kristin Hempel at khempel@eastconn.org.
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Coming Soon: EASTCONN Renames its Regional,
Specialized, Student Transition Program
EASTCONN is proud to announce a new name and location
for one of its well-established, specialized programs for young
adults in northeastern Connecticut.
EASTCONN’s regional EXCELS (Excellence in Community,
Employment & Life Skills) program will officially adopt its new
name in June, when EASTCONN amicably separates from the
Woodstock Academy Cooperative (WAC). EASTCONN and
Woodstock Academy have partnered for nearly 20 years to
provide special-needs high school students with academic,
functional-skills-building, employment and transition programming to prepare them for life after the classroom.
Until June, EASTCONN will maintain its affiliation with WAC
and continue to oversee, staff and manage the WAC program
for students, ages 18 to 21, with intellectual and other
disabilities.
Last fall, EASTCONN chose to move current WAC students
to EASTCONN classrooms in the former Killingly High School
in Danielson, after the Woodstock Academy, where WAC is
housed, announced that all of its classes were going virtual.
That meant WAC
students would have
to go fully remote, too,
which concerned
EASTCONN special
education staff.
“We felt strongly that
transitioning our WAC
students to our Killingly
site was in their best
interests, in terms of
long-term outcomes,”
said Amy Margelony,
EASTCONN’s Director
of Pupil Services.
“Providing an in-person
learning environment for
our WAC students – and
the continuity it offered
their families – was a
much more desirable option. And, happily, we were able to
make that happen.”
After its separation from WAC in June, EXCELS classrooms
will continue to use EASTCONN’s team approach to explicit
instruction, data-based decision-making, tiered behavioral supports, and transition supports and services.
Currently, 12 students, ages 18 to 21, are enrolled in the
WAC program that has moved to EASTCONN’s Killingly site.
EASTCONN is proud to announce a new name and location for one of our specialized programs.

EASTCONN EXCELS will continue to provide transition and functional skills support for high school students in
grades 9-12+ at our Killingly location. EXCELS will continue to apply the same strengths found in all of our

specialized schools, including a demonstrated expertise in explicit instruction, data-based decision-making,

EASTCONN Director of Pupil Services Amy Margelony recently
talked about relocating and renaming a long-standing, specialized
transition program for northeastern Connecticut’s young adults.

“We felt strongly that transitioning our WAC
students to our Killingly site was in their best
interests, in terms of long-term outcomes.”
– Amy Margelony, EASTCONN

Director of Pupil Services

team collaboration, tiered behavioral supports, and transition supports and services.
The goal of EXCELS is to maximize students’ independence as they prepare for the
transition to adulthood and life beyond the classroom.

Community

Employment

Life Skills

For more information, please contact

EASTCONN’s Director of Pupil Services

Excellence in Community, Employment & Life Skills

Amy Margelony at amargelony@eastconn.org.

“The goal of WAC and, going forward, the EXCELS
program, is to maximize our students’ independence as they
prepare for the transition to adulthood and life after school,”
said Margelony.
The services currently provided to WAC students will
continue for EXCELS students. EXCELS will offer classrooms
of fewer than seven students, taught by highly skilled, experienced staff with specialized training. Desirable staff-to-student
ratios will ensure that academics, life-skills preparation and
community-based employment experiences are aligned with
students’ needs and interests. EXCELS students will benefit
from on-site Board Certified Behavior Analysts (BCBAs),
Related Services specialists and special education case managers who will collaborate with all providers in a multidisciplinary
approach. EASTCONN’s Psychological & Behavioral Consultation group will provide students with specialized assessment,
intervention and consultative services.
To learn more about the EASTCONN EXCELS program,
contact Amy Margelony at amargelony@eastconn.org,
or at 860-455-1574.

Agency Professional Notes

Andrea
Messenger Wright

Jeff
Martel

Briana
Patriarca

3 EASTCONN Adult & Community Programs staff were
invited to present at the CAACE Virtual Conference in
March. EASTCONN Employment Services Coordinator
Andrea Messenger Wright presented “WIOA
Overview and How it Blends with Adult Education.”
Program Facilitator Jeff Martel talked about “Google
Sites in Conjunction with Google Classrooms,” and
Program Facilitator Briana Patriarca presented
“Google Sheets for Attendance.”
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...Vaccine Clinic, from page 1

“We are grateful to the EASTCONN planning team for

Together with the Northeast District Department of
Health (NDDH) and their Northeastern Connecticut Medical
Reserve Corps volunteers, EASTCONN hosted a COVID-19
Vaccination Clinic at its Hampton Administration Offices in
response to Gov. Ned Lamont’s priority call to vaccinate
Connecticut’s educators.
“The success of our vaccination campaign is directly
related to the strong partnerships we share throughout the
communities we serve,” said Linda Colangelo, NDDH
Education and Communications Coordinator. “We are
grateful to the EASTCONN planning team for working
closely with us to protect their school personnel.”
One vaccine recipient, Douglas Waddell, a Job Coordinator
at Educational & Vocational Center (EVC) in Columbia,
delivered a bouquet of heart-shaped mylar balloons,
one for each nurse administering vaccines.
“We are humbled to be vaccinating our valiant educators,
who go into our schools every day so learning can continue
to be a priority,” said Diane Dugas, Director of EASTCONN’s
Leading and Learning. EASTCONN’s effort to vaccinate all its
teaching staff took less than two weeks. Second doses will be
delivered in early April.

working closely with us to protect their school personnel.”
– Linda Colangelo, Northeast District Dept. of Health

With a momentary wince, EASTCONN Birth to Three educator
Cheryl Sanderson receives her vaccine from nurse Jessica Fuller.

Numbers May be Down, but Students’ Spirits are High During
After-School Cooking Classes at CLiCK in Willimantic
from several weeks ago.
“All right, my friends, are you ready to rumble?” greeted Dianisi Torres, who runs a CLiCK nutrition and wellness program
in collaboration with community partners. Here in CLiCK’s
teaching kitchen and open community space, the kids grabbed
their choice of purple, pink or turquoise yoga mats and staked
out their personal spaces on the floor.
Ms. Torres led them through Mouse, Fish, Hero, Pretzel and
Lion yoga poses, asking them to “Think about good, positive
things that have happened to you, or that you want in your
life.” Next came one minute of silent meditation, which surprisingly stretched into two.
After the familiar routine of handwashing, gloves and
hairnets, (“Don’t take my picture!”) they had a lesson on the
correct way to hold the adult-sized, red plastic knives. They
concentrated on cutting the most perfect strawberry slices
and carefully spooned them into plastic cups, adding yogurt,
a scoop of granola and a sprinkle of cinnamon.
When asked what made the day so special, Jilliana, a 6th
grader from Windham Middle School, pondered for a second.
“It was really fun and relaxing to come here out of my
house,” she said, smiling. “I liked meditation the best!”
Could it be said that magic happens here? For this happy
crew, you bet.
Learn more: Contact EASTCONN’s Anna Forlenza-Bailey at
aforlenza-Bailey@eastconn.org.

On a recent afternoon, a yellow EASTCONN bus pulled up to
CLiCK in Willimantic, carrying 10 youngsters and 3 EASTCONN
staff. As the door opened, laughing students scrambled out
and dashed for the hill beside the building, where they walked
the labyrinth, following the spiral stone path from edge to center, and back out again.

“Think about good, positive things
that have happened to you, or that you want in
your life.” – CLiCK’s Dianisi Torres
Two young boys took a few minutes to sit on the rocks to
meditate. Clearly, this was a happy, familiar routine.
The group was from EASTCONN’s Community Arts
Connection After-School Program, for young students who
reside in the Windham Heights apartment complex in
Willimantic. EASTCONN has administered the program for
nearly 20 years, offering homework help, creative activities,
nature walks and periodic field trips for students and their
families. Participation has dropped from 50 students to 10 during COVID-19, but students were clearly joyful on this day.
At line-up time, they headed into the building for an
afternoon of yoga, friendship and a cooking lesson. On the
menu this week? Fruit and yogurt parfaits, a student request
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