
Our Mission
ELSS provides free educational programs to English
learners. Our mission is to foster greater academic success,
enabling students to achieve their higher education and
career goals and become productive members of their
communities and our global society.

English Learner Support 
Services of Fairfield County
Inspiring and Empowering Newcomer Youth

925
Instructional  hours 

completed in the 
ASPIRE Program in 

2019-2020.

Our Current Programs 
are Made Possible by:

Fairfield's County's 
Community Foundation

 
100+ Women Who Care 

Fairfield County
 

Norwalk Schools 
Multilingual Learner 

Department
 

1 : 4
Is the average 

teacher-student ratio 
in the ASPIRE 

Program.

95%
Of our donations go 

directly towards 
programming!

200
Students have 

participated in the 
ASPIRE program in the 

past four years.

Norwalk High School
 

Brien McMahon High School
 

ESL Division at Norwalk Community College
 

Norwalk ACTS
 

Fairfield University - Center for Social Impact
 

Pro Bono Partnership 
 

Hopson Consultancy 

Partnerships

Fall 2021 Newsletter  
Haley Shettles, Graphic Designer & Editor
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Maria (not he

r real na

me) is a studen

t within

 our ASPIR

E Progra

m and will be

 in her 11th year of scho

ol this fall at 
Brien McMahon

High School
. She moved to Norwa

lk, CT from Guatem

ala with her sibling

s, trave

ling by plane. 
In Guatem

ala, Maria went t
o school

Monday throug

h Friday,
 each day leaving

 to take care of her five sibling

s. On Friday'
s after caring for her sibling

s, Maria would take a

1-hour bus trip to the restaur

ant she

 worked

 at sinc

e she was the age of fifte

en. She

 worked

 Fridays

, Saturd

ays, and

 Sunday

s. Maria's

Friday shifts would start a

t 11:00 PM and end at 6:00

 AM when she would have to immediately

 start h

er all-day

 Saturd

ay shift th

at

lasted until 11
:00 PM. Sunda

ys were the same hours. 
Because

 of the demand of her job, Maria would stay overnig

ht on the weeken

ds in

one of the apartm

ents above the restau

rant. O

n Sunda

ys, afte

r her shift w

as over, s

he would take the 1-hour

 bus ride back home,

having to go to school 
at 7:00 AM the next da

y. Maria emphasize

d how tiring and difficu

lt it was

 to maintain

 this schedu

le.  

Interes

tingly, M

aria finds high school 
here in the United

 States to be somewhat s

imilar to school 
back in her home countr

y: “Scho

ol was

the same, but we went to school f
or four hours. H

ere it is six. Bac
k home we studied math, scie

nce, and

 had an English

 teacher like the English

 teacher

here. Bu

t I only had two teachers
 and the school w

as small. Only three rooms.” However

, having

 to be in school 
for longer

 hours here, M

aria

can only work during

 the summer break. 
However

, she hasn't b

een able to work recentl
y due to having

 to move into a new home with a

new host fa

mily. 

Maria though

 talked

 about 
how much she loves going to school

 here. S

he loves how she can take as many classes

, and as many

subject
s, as she likes. A

long with her favorit
e classes

, Algebr

a and English

, she hopes to take a psycho

logy class this year as it is her

goal to

 attend

 college

 after high school
, both in the United

 States

 and at the

 Univer

sidad de Guate

mala, to becom

e a school

psychol
ogist: “I

 like to help people..
. I want to work with children

 because
 children

 need advice, 
need a lot of he

lp... [middle school s
tudents]

 have a lot

of proble
ms at schoo

l or with friends,
 even families. If t

hey don’t trust t
heir families, the

y can have someone to talk to." Bef
ore COVID

-19 ASPIR

E

was built in

to Maria’s school 
schedu

le, repla

cing a study hall tha

t met three

 times a week. I
n the spring of 2021

, Maria attend

ed a full

day of scho

ol, wen

t home to take care of her sibling

s, and then logged

 onto Zoom twice a week for her virtual
, one-h

our ASPIR

E

session

. Within the session

s, Maria and her classm

ates focus on learnin

g and practic

ing their English

 skills, 
homework from other

academ

ic classes

, and learnin

g how to acclim

ate to a new culture

 throug

h meeting new people

 and establi
shing new friends

hips. Th

e

only thing Maria could complain about l
iving in Norwa

lk is the blizzar

ds that hit
 the Northe

ast.

Maria also dedica

tes an insurm

ountab

le amount of
 her time to her educat

ion. Her ASPIR

E instruc

tor, An

nick, no

ted the hard work

and determ

ination

 of Maria and the studen

ts within

 her ASPIR

E group:
 “The studen

ts are super motivated

. They have intrins

ic

motivatio

n, pers

istence

, and grit, w

hich is really essent
ial for not on

ly every studen

t but fo

r a studen

t from a countr

y trying to

functio

n in a differe

nt cultu

re -- it’s incred

ibly challen

ging.” Maria pointe

d out tha

t living

 in Guatem

ala is somewhat e

asier for her:

"Here you have to work and pay the house,
 the phone.

..in Guatem

ala you always

 have a house and phone,
 but in the United

 States,

there are a lot of o

pportun

ities. If
 I want 

to study, 
I just fi

nd help from anothe

r person

. I alwa

ys find them. Many people

 help me. If I

want to

 work, I
 will fin

d a job.”

But all 
her hard work and dedica

tion have paid off, as

 Maria can speak and write almost flue

ntly in English

 only after two years of

learnin

g English

. Maria is extrem

ely gratefu

l and thankf
ul for being able to work with such inspiri

ng and dedica

ted instruc

tors within

the ASPIRE

 progra

m. The ASPIRE

 progra

m works with studen

ts like Maria to give them the chance

 to achieve

 a full edu

cation. 

 

 

 

A student's story...
Annick Henner, Instructor
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Michelle Hopson
100+ Women Who Care Fairfield County
 
Michelle Hopson is a principal consultant for nonprofit
organizations. She pitched ELSS as an organization to donate to
during the 100+ Women Who Care Giving Circle, and in 2021 it
was the first organization to be selected. Michelle believes in
ELSS, as she herself immigrated to this country when she was
young. Michelle was held back a year to develop her English
skills. She has much empathy for immigrant students and notices
how determined and hard-working they are. Many of the students
ELSS works with are 4 plus years behind their peers. Rather than
having these students fall further behind, ASPIRE instructors work
to not only catch these students up with their peers but make
their dreams of pursuing further education come to fruition.  
 
    
 
 

Peter Shaker
Executive Director and Founder of ELSS
 
Peter Shaker, a former Peace Corps volunteer, at one time was an
academic support tutor for English learners at a high school. From that
experience, Peter realized that many immigrant students were at a
disadvantage compared to students who could afford tutoring in Fairfield
County. Because many of these students come from countries where they
have received interrupted education and learned very little English, Peter
wanted to help these students by providing more ESL support. Thus, he
came up with the idea for a program to provide free English instruction
during school hours. This would enable students to receive the specialized
support they need in order to catch up with their peers and be college and
work ready. Peter's goal for ASPIRE is to not only develop students' English
skills but to also help them acclimate to a new culture and be active
members of their communities.

 
.

"Their ASPIRE program is so 
impactful. Students really 
make a difference in the 
community. They are so 

determined to get a piece of 
the American Dream."

"A lot of our students 
experienced interrupted 

education. They start out at 
a significant disadvantage 

here...They need all the 
support they can get."

Joan Gill
ASPIRE Instructor  
 
Joan Gill is one of the ASPIRE instructors. She received her
Master's in Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages
and has been an adjunct professor at Norwalk Community
College, teaching ESL for thirty years. As an ASPIRE instructor,
she works with students to develop their oral and written English
skills. Along with working on grammar, listening, speaking, and
pronunciation, Joan stresses the importance of establishing
connections with her students in order to help them integrate
within their community, build relationships with members of the
community, and eventually acclimate to their new culture. Many
of the ASPIRE students not only have to go to school but are also
working to support their families and caretakers for their younger
siblings. But, as Joan says, these students have intrinsic
motivation and grit and will still work with their ASPIRE instructors
in the evenings. 
 
    
 

"These students have intrinsic 
motivation, persistence, and 

grit, which is really essential for 
not only every student but a 

student from a country trying to 
function in a different culture. 

It's incredibly challenging."

Marla McDaniels Heath 
President of the Board, Co-founder of ELSS
 
Marla has much experience working with English Language Learners and
has studied numerous languages. She explains what motivated her to be a
part of this program: "I had empathy for the students that... came from other
countries. I understood and empathized with the anxiety about learning a
new language and acclimating to a new country." Her passion for helping
these students shows as the progress of the program has had such a
positive impact on the students. Marla noted that many of these students
need extra support with English instruction. ASPIRE gives that extra
support. Marla continues, "What we have provided has really improved the
students' study and work habits. This program has really helped the
development of the students in preparation for college. Their language is
accurate right away. [The students] are really on top of it." But ASPIRE
doesn't just teach students English according to Marla. It's more than that.
The program also focuses on critical thinking skills, transfer of knowledge
from ASPIRE into classrooms, and skills needed for the students to
navigate their communities.  
 

 "This program has really 
helped the development of the 

students in preparation for 
college. Their language is 
accurate right away. [The 

students] are really on top of 
it."
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Board of Directors and 
Executive Director

Marla McDaniels Heath  
President and Co-Founder
 
Barbara Niemczyk 
Vice President 
 
Jane Carlin
Secretary
 
Andrew C. Gillick
Treasurer
 
Helen Cuevas
 
Tom Sobocinski
 
Peter Shaker
Executive Director & Founder
 

Honorary Members 
of the Board

Kirsten DeConti Ziotas, Ph.D.
Co-Founder
 
Donna Tagliarino, M.A.
Co-Founder 
 
Virginia Stephens, M.B.A.
Co-Founder

Contact Us
Make a Donation

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

 
board@elss-fairfieldcounty.org 

(203) 807-8709
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Joan Gill, Instructor

Peter
Highlight




