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Education News From Northeastern Connecticut

CT Commissioner of Education Speaks
at EASTCONN’s Annual Meeting in May

As guest speaker during EASTCONN’s annual meeting at 
the Capitol Theater in late May, Connecticut’s commissioner of 
education joined the celebration, watched a student performance 
and enjoyed a Taste of Willimantic during a pre-meeting 
reception.

State education Commissioner Stefan Pryor had been 
invited to give the keynote address at EASTCONN’s 32nd 
annual meeting, held at the Capitol Theater, which also houses 
EASTCONN’s arts magnet high school, ACT. Eighty-five 
people attended the event. 

 Before Pryor gave his keynote, dance students from ACT 
(Arts at the Capitol Theater) performed an original ACT dance 
work titled, “Objects Appear Closer.”

 “That was just marvelous,” Pryor said, following the pre-
sentation. “And this is a beautiful theater. I’m just so happy to 
be here.”

Among those present to hear Pryor were EASTCONN 

EASTCONN, 10 Partners Form 
Health Insurance Cooperative

In a historic move in the region and in direct response to 
changes in state law, five northeastern Connecticut school dis-
tricts and five municipalities have partnered with EASTCONN 
to form the area’s first health insurance cooperative, aimed at 
saving taxpayers money. 

“EASTCONN has been working with municipalities, 
school districts, and insurance carriers -- in particular, Cigna 
— to hammer out the details of this insurance cooperative for 
the last two years,” said John Baskowski, EASTCONN’s chief 
financial officer. 

“The goal is to reduce health insurance costs for all par-
ties, while increasing local decision-making related to the pro-
vision of employee health benefits,” Baskowski said. 

At a meeting on Wednesday, May 2, 2012, at EAST-
CONN’s Hampton Conference Center, founding members 
from the municipalities and school districts of Coventry, Gris-
wold, Plainfield, Putnam and Tolland, in addition to EAST-
CONN, met to form the Eastern Connecticut Regional Health 
Insurance Cooperative, officially creating the 11-member part-
nership. 

An executive board and alternates were also elected. By-
laws had been previously accepted. Composed of a representa-
tive from each member town and school district, the board will 
guide the cooperative as it moves forward. Baskowski said that 
EASTCONN will provide staffing for the cooperative, whose 

State Commissioner of Education Stefan Pryor, left, joined 
EASTCONN Executive Director Paula M. Colen during a recep-
tion at EASTCONN’s Capitol Theater in downtown Willimantic. 
Pryor was the keynote speaker at the agency’s annual meeting.  

New Health Insurance Cooperative Board members, following the 
inaugural meeting, May 2nd. Their names are listed on page 2. PD Forums Scheduled for October, March 

to Help Small K-8 Districts Meet Mandates

Small, K-8 school districts in the northeastern Connecti-
cut region are invited to attend EASTCONN’s PreK-8 Collab-
orative Professional Development Forums, aimed at helping 
small districts meet their PD needs, respond to new state and 
federal mandates and save district resources.

Dates for EASTCONN’s new PD Forum, topics for which 
came from a recent survey of 22 small K-8 districts in the 
EASTCONN region, are based on the Common Calendar. 

The first PD Forum is scheduled for Tues., Oct. 9, 2012, 
at EASTCONN’s Hampton Conference Center, 376 Hartford 
Turnpike (Route 6). The second PD Forum will be held on 
March 28, 2013, at a site to be determined. 

EASTCONN’s PD Forum will bring in staff developers 
and other outside experts, who are recognized in their fields, 
to share topical information with both teachers and adminis-
trators; the PD Forum is intended to help small districts meet 
mandates in a collaborative environment.  

Break-out sessions, based on district survey responses, 
will focus on topics like the Common Core, instructional strat-
egies and academic intervention strategies, among others. 

“We are planning to offer a mix of break-outs and full-day 
presenters at both Forums, and we will also offer some over-
lap sessions for both dates,” said EASTCONN staff developer 
Amy Drowne, who is one of the Forum organizers. Learn more 
by contacting EASTCONN Director of Teaching and Learning 
Jim Huggins at 860-455-1569, or at jhuggins@eastconn.org.
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new insurance policy period will take effect on July 1, 2012.  
Nearly two years ago, following the passage of Con-

necticut Public Act 10-174, which allowed school districts and 
municipalities to jointly purchase employee health insurance, 
EASTCONN invited representatives from across northeastern 
Connecticut to explore the possibility of forming a health in-
surance partnership. Talks have been ongoing since that time. 

After the cooperative’s first official meeting on Wednes-
day, new executive board members shared their thoughts.

 “It’s been exciting to move forward as the first cooperative 
of this kind in the state and I hope this will result in reduced in-
surance costs for both towns and school districts,” said Chair-
man Steve Werbner, who is also Tolland’s Town Manager.

Executive board member William Hull, Putnam Superin-
tendent of Schools, added, “It’s a great start. Hopefully, it’s 
something that will save towns money and bring the region 
together collaboratively to help all our employees.” 

 “This is an exciting time because, as the result of a change 
in state law two years ago, we are now able to take advantage 
of this law,” said William Guzman, Tolland Superintendent of 
Schools, who is also an executive board member.

Board member John Elsesser, Town Manager of Coventry, 
said, “Eastern Connecticut has always been innovative and has 
always worked collaboratively to come up with great solutions. 
We take pride in having taken this collaborative approach to 
health insurance.”

The cooperative’s executive board will meet in the coming 
months to further develop operating procedures and address 
other details, Baskowski said.

For more information, contact EASTCONN CFO John 
Baskowski at 860-455-0707, or at jbaskowski@eastconn.org. 

Two of EASTCONN’s Arts at the Capitol Theater (ACT) 
creative writing students, senior Amanda Goode, of Amston, 
and junior Kevin Kissane, of Willimantic, were selected from 
among 175 entrants as finalists in the statewide Hill-Stead Mu-
seum’s 2012 Fresh Voices Competition, part of the annual Sunk-
en Garden Poetry celebration held each June in Farmington. 

ACT, EASTCONN’s arts magnet high school, is located 
in Willimantic. 

Goode was also named one of the six Fresh Voices Com-
petition winners and was asked to read her poems “The Map” 
and “Pyromania” during the festival. The Hill-Stead Museum 
in Farmington is home to The Sunken Garden Poetry Festival. 

To learn more about ACT’s creative writing program, con-
tact the school at 860-465-5636, or visit www.eastconn.org/ACT.

EASTCONN ACT Student Poets 
Honored by Sunken Garden Festival

Health Insurance Board Photo IDs from page 1:

Front row, l to r: Holly McCalla, Griswold Public Schools Business 
Manager; Kelly Vachon, Plainfield Town Finance Director; Executive 
Board Chairman Steve Werbner, Tolland Town Manager; William 
Hull, Superintendent Putnam Public Schools; and Erik Christensen, 
Griswold Town Finance Director. Back row, l to r: William Guzman, 
Superintendent Tolland Public Schools; John Elsesser, Coventry 
Town Manager; alternate Beth Bauer, Coventry Town Finance 
Director; Doug Cutler, Putnam Town Administrator; alternate Robert 
Carroll, Coventry Public Schools Finance Director; Ronald Lussier, 
Plainfield Public Schools Finance Director; and John Baskowski, 
EASTCONN Chief Financial Officer. Missing from photo: Coventry 
Superintendent Dave Petrone.
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200+ Administrators Gain 
Expertise During EASTCONN 
Educator-Evaluator Trainings

The sound of facilitators’ confident voices alternated with the 
hum of animated group discussions this summer during a series 
of EASTCONN workshops aimed at preparing administrators 
to conduct staff evaluations under Connecticut’s new educator 
evaluation program. 

A total of more than 200 school administrators partici-
pated in six, week-long trainings to build their observational, 
evidence-gathering and online reporting skills, even as they 
were also learning the language of a new state Common Core 
of Teaching rubric for the Connecticut State Department of 
Education’s (CSDE) System for Educator Evaluation and De-
velopment (SEED). 

“All of these administrators are sharpening their under-
standing of how to conduct staff evaluations under the new 
CSDE guidelines, which are being implemented this year,” said 
EASTCONN’s Jim Huggins, a Teaching and Learning consultant, 
as he paused for a moment while facilitating a summer session. 
He was joined by Amy Drowne, EASTCONN’s Coordinator of 
Professional Learning, who was among EASTCONN’s team of 
staff developers presenting the workshops. 

“One of the most important outcomes is that administrators 

EASTCONN’s Coordinator of Teaching and Learning, Amy 
Drowne, leans in to field questions during a summer educator- 
evaluator session. Brooklyn Superintendent Louise Berry, seated 
left, shared ideas with Drowne and Brooklyn elementary and 
middle school Assistant Principal Marybeth Sweet, right.  

ECHIP Board members include, l. to r., seated: Alternate Suzanne 
Waterhouse, Tolland BOE; Robert Carroll, Coventry BOE; and 
Paula M. Colen, EASTCONN. Standing: Alternate Michael 
Wilkinson, Town of Tolland; ECHIP Treasurer/Secretary Kelly 
Vachon, Town of Plainfield; ECHIP Chairman Steve Werbner, 
Town of Tolland; Ron Lussier, Plainfield BOE and ECHIP Vice-
Chairman William Hull, Putnam BOE. Missing from photo: 
William Guzman, Tolland BOE; Beth Bauer, Town of Coventry; 
Doug Cutler, Town of Putnam. 

One Year Later, ECHIP Earns
High Marks From Members

Now in its second year, the Eastern Connecticut Health In-
surance Program (ECHIP), Connecticut’s first health insurance 
collaborative for municipalities and school districts, continues 
to earn high marks from its current members as they benefit 
from cost-control savings. 

“As chairperson of ECHIP this past year, I am proud of our 
initial accomplishments,” said Steve Werbner, ECHIP’s Chair-
man, who is also Tolland’s Town Manager. “ECHIP members 
saw rate stabilization and, in many cases, decreases in health 
insurance costs, establishment of adequate future reserves 
and a stronger voice in the market place due to the size of the 
organization.  

 “In my own community of Tolland,” he continued, “this 
past year has seen the lowest rate of increase in health care costs 
in years, much of which I attribute to our inclusion in ECHIP.”  

 In 2010, Connecticut legislators passed Public Act 10-174, 
allowing municipalities and boards of education to join together 


