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Message from Peter Shaker, Executive Director
          ELSS recently completed FIVE years of providing English instruction services to immigrant youth

through our ASPIRE program. This accomplishment is the result of a team of university ESL instructors

and a former tutoring center director. The five of us came together in 2016 to establish a nonprofit to

serve a specific student population in Fairfield County. Our purpose was to help newcomers adapt to

attending school in the U.S., gain proficiency and confidence with their English skills, and integrate within

our community. I’d like to offer my gratitude to these co-founders for their expertise and

dedication: Marla McDaniels Heath, Virginia Stephens, Donna Tagliarino, and Kirsten

Ziotas.

          According to the Council on Foreign Relations (June 2022), there is a "growing number of migrants

fleeing poverty, violence, and other challenges in the Central American region." Most of the students in

our ASPIRE program are from Central America. They benefit immensely from our supplemental English

instruction, which gives them an increased probability of graduating high school and going on to become

successful as college students and in their careers. Despite the challenges that ASPIRE participants face

as high school students, in the 2021-22 school year, more than 90 percent of them improved their English

proficiency sufficiently to advance to the next ESL class level at their high school. Our highly qualified and

dedicated English instructors, who provide individualized attention to their students, have played an

important role in this achievement. Meet two of our instructors below.

          Thank you for your support over the last five years! Your continued support will help us this school

year and in the coming years.

A Year in Review 2021-22
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Marla McDaniels Heath, Board President

Are you interested in becoming a board member of ELSS?

          ELSS is seeking new board members to join our team. Board members meet once a month online to

discuss upcoming events, plan for the school year, approve budgets, oversee the work of the organization,

collaborate with other organizations and community members, and plan fundraising activities.

          Marla is the president of the board and a co-founder. She's also an adjunct professor at Sacred Heart

University and Norwalk Community College. Marla became a board member due to her interest and

passion for helping ESL students learn the English language, acclimate to our community, and integrate

into our society. Moreover, she is passionate about helping students establish relationships and

connections with other ESL students to transition as easily as possible. Marla's goal for ESL students is to

make them feel as though they belong here, that they are members of our society, and America is their

home, too.

If you are interested in becoming a board member or have any questions, please contact Marla

at board@elss-fairfieldcounty.org .

 

Get to Know Two ASPIRE Instructors

Dina Silverleaf

          Dina started working with ESL students in 2016 as a volunteer teacher. She realized that she did not

have sufficient training or experience to help students become confident and fluent in English. Following

her passion for helping students and wanting to continue her ESL education, Dina obtained her TESOL

certification and currently teaches at Westchester Community College in addition to

ELSS's ASPIRE program.

          This year, Dina set high expectations for her students, not only setting goals for them to learn

English, but to be engaged in everyday conversations, make connections with their classmates in addition

to other Spanish-speaking students, and be inspired to one day go onto higher education and obtain the

jobs they dream of. She concluded that this school year was successful. Students who originally lacked the

confidence to speak English were starting to communicate more with their classmates and increase their

class participation. They developed their English-speaking skills and became more integrated within the

school community.

Meet Our Board of Directors
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Malgorzata Kucwaj
          Maggie has been working with ESL students since 2014. She started her career volunteering at The

Office for New Americans and became an ESL Lab Technician. Two years later, Maggie obtained her

TESOL certificate.   

          She has been teaching ESL students since 2017 and currently teaches at Norwalk Community

College, Bronx Community College, and English Learner Support Services [ELSS]. Maggie 

joined ELSS due to her passion and empathy for helping students as she herself is an immigrant. Maggie

finds reward in working with immigrant students by developing their English skills and helping them

become more confident students.  

           During the 2021-22 academic year at Brien McMahon High School, Maggie saw tremendous growth

in her students within a short period of time. Her students were shy at first, but through her determination

and compassion, they began to open up and become more comfortable with high school

education. 

          Maggie's goal is to motivate students to continue their education and follow their dreams of

becoming doctors, teachers, lawyers, and engineers. Maggie believes that ELSS is an important

organization for young immigrants. 

Sacred Heart University Field Trip

        Appreciation goes to Sacred Heart University for providing a campus tour and lunch to our ASPIRE

students last spring. For most of them, it was their first visit to an American university. In addition,

students visited the university's planetarium at the Discovery Museum. 

     ASPIRE students were immersed in the environment of a college campus, getting a sense of what is

possible for them. For students who are considering going on to higher education, this field trip was

beneficial because it gave them the motivation and confidence to pursue their educational goals.

 



          After the field trip, students filled out a questionnaire to reflect on their experience. 86% of the

students responded that they would like to attend college after high school. Students wrote that they

would like to pursue careers such as doctors, teachers, lawyers, architects, criminologists, engineers, and

pharmacists.

           During the next school year, ELSS plans to organize visits to other campuses such as the University

of Bridgeport, Norwalk Community College, and Western Connecticut State University. Peter Shaker,

Executive Director, believes it will benefit ASPIRE students to visit several college campuses because

students need to gain some knowledge of what options they have in higher education.

The ASPIRE Program Has Been Supported By

Fairfield County's Community Foundation 

100+ Women Who Care Fairfield County 

Norwalk Schools Multilingual Learner Department 

 

Contact Us 

www.elss-fairfieldcounty.org

65 High Ridge Rd., #221
Stamford, CT 06905

peter.shaker@elss-fairfieldcounty.org
(203) 807-8709
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