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Ivan A. Backer Scholarship

The SINA / Ivan A. Backer Scholarship program was established in 1997 
in honor of Ivan Backer, who served as executive director and found-
er of SINA for nearly 20 years. The recipients are selected based on  
service to community, school, family, and academic achievement. SINA is 
delighted to celebrate the following students as recipients of our 2022 Ivan 
A. Backer Scholarships.

Phoebe Alexandra Sanchez
Phoebe Sanchez is a graduating senior from Hartford Magnet  
Trinity College Academy. She has been a member of Capitol Squash 
for eight years. “I want to continue to mentor and inspire kids at  
Capitol Squash because being able to have the full support from 
the tutors, volunteers, and the staff has taught me the value of 
giving back to my community. I want students to pursue their 
dreams of becoming first-generation college student like myself.” 
Phoebe plans on majoring in Exercise Science at the UConn Hart-
ford campus in hopes of becoming an athletic trainer. 



Ariel Francisco Jiminian Baldera
Ariel Jiminian is a graduating senior from Bulkeley High School. 
His childhood poverty instilled in him a desire to help those 
who have less. “There have been many times I have volun-
teered to help translate, give students tours, and acclimate 
to a new country. I can relate to these students’ challenges  
because I also went through the same experiences when  
I moved here. This volunteer experience has taught me how 
grateful I am and how to appreciate others.” Ariel plans on study-
ing business administration at the Uconn Hartford campus.   

Day’Avain Michay Mayo
Day’Avain Mayo is a graduating senior 

from Bulkeley High School. She believes 
in it is important to give a helping hand 
when you can. “I want to be one of the 
best role models my siblings can look 
at and strive to be.” Day’Avain plans on 
attending the UConn Storrs campus in 
hopes of becoming a lawyer. 



Kelly Styles  
STEM Scholarship

Kelly Styles is the former Senior VP, Chief Information Officer at  
Connecticut Children’s Medical Center.  His passion is to support young 
people going into a career pursuing Science, Technology, Engineering, 
and Mathematics (S.T.E.M.) Kelly retired from Connecticut Children’s  
in June 2020, and as a tribute to him, generous individuals of the  
Connecticut Children’s Information Solutions department donated the 
funds to create the Kelly Styles S.T.E.M. Scholarship. 

Aniya Encarnacion
Aniya Encarnacion, who will graduate from the Sport and Medical 
Sciences Academy, is the 2022 Kelly Styles STEM Scholarship 
recipient.  The scholarship provides $2,000 the first year and 
$1,000 more for students in good standing.

Joshua Svoboda is Aniya’s science teacher and recommended 
her for the scholarship. He cites her “leadership skills, sense of 
purpose, and ability to complete multiple tasks under deadline 



pressure.” He notes she is salutatorian of her class, an active 
member of the National Honor Society, and a volunteer with  
Gaylord Hospital Sports Association, in addition to working a part 
time job.  He describes Aniya as “a take-charge person, capable 
of developing plans and implementing them. She is currently  
the captain of the volleyball team, and has participated in  
softball, basketball and cheerleading. Aniya has built an  
extraordinary reputation for being a caring, driven, kind and  
successful student.”

Aniya’s inspiration for STEM studies comes from her mother, a 
school nurse who was previously a labor and delivery nurse at 
a hospital.  Both Aniya and her older sister were excited by their 
mother’s love of science, which motivated Aniya to take challeng-
ing courses that would help her prepare for college and a medi-
cal career.

This interest was reinforced two years ago, when Aniya’s beloved 
grandmother contracted COVID.  Aniya was sad to be unable to 
visit except through a window, and to watch her grandmother de-
teriorate.  “After she passed, I began to think about how difficult it 
must have been to be a healthcare worker at the time.  They had 
to be strong, to see people die every day, and continue to take 
care of others.  Seeing those individuals inspired me to have a 
bigger purpose in life.  I want to help other people, and possibly 
save their lives.”



SINA Student Support Scholarship

The purpose of the SINA Student Support Scholarship, established in 
2012, is to provide much-needed financial support to students who 
are attending Capital Community College (CCC).  SINA is delighted to  
celebrate the following recipients of our 2022 SINA Student Support 
Scholarship.

Gabrielle K. Fearon
Gabrielle Fearon is a General Studies major at Capitol Com-
munity College who plans to become a nurse.  She maintains 
a 4.0 GPA while holding down part-time jobs.  Bujar Konjusha, 
her math professor, nominated her because of “exemplary math 
and science abilities, and her exceptional ability to motivate and 
help other students.”  A Jamaican immigrant, Gabrielle cites her 
mother, who worked her way up from LPRN, to RN, to APRN, as 
the role model who helped her understand nursing’s challenges 
and rewards, especially the positive impact it can have on peo-
ple’s lives. Gabrielle looks for such opportunities in her jobs at 
an assisted living facility where nurses “provide patient care in a 
meaningful and compassionate manner” and in the Bursar’s of-
fice, “helping students navigate the resources to pay for school.”



Vanessa Whitton
Vanessa Whitton is a Nursing major at Capitol Community Col-
lege who grew up around relatives who are nurses, and she has 
wanted to join them since age 12.  Babysitting helped Vanessa 
determine her long-term goal, earning a Master’s in Nursing to 
become a Pediatric Nurse Practitioner.  Silvia Noriega, Finance 
Manager at Blue Hills Civic Association where Vanessa works, 
praised her “hard work, enthusiasm, communications skills, reli-
ability and professionalism.”  Vanessa will be the first of her sib-
lings to graduate from college and hopes to set an example.  The 
scholarship will alleviate financial stress, letting her focus on her 
studies.  She imagines herself “in the hospital NICU ward, seeing 
the newborn babies, hearing the life machine, looking at the IV 
liquid dripping, and smelling the bleach that cleans the floor. This 
image excites me, and I can’t wait.”  



Neighborhood Service Awards

The Neighborhood Service Awards recognize individuals in the community 
who have made outstanding contributions to Hartford neighborhoods. 

Maribel Bermudez
Maribel Bermudez directs the Family Resource Center at Burns 
Latino Studies Academy. A 22- year employee of The Village for 
Families and Children, she started as a volunteer when her own 
son was in a playgroup and is now lead coordinator. In that role 
Maribel not only runs the Burns program, but also oversees three 
similar programs at other sites, ensuring consistency and compli-
ance with grant requirements.

She manages a wide variety of components including home visi-
tation programs from pregnancy through age four, adult educa-
tion for GED and ESL, playgroups, resources and certification as-



sistance for care providers, parenting classes, and the morning 
distribution of masks and sanitizer.  Maribel also ensures that 
dozens of families in need receive weekend provisions, and that 
the 269 students at Burns receive individual backpacks of food 
every Friday – as do the 90 children in the pre-K magnet school.

Victor Cristofaro, principal at Burns, nominated Maribel because 
“of her commitment to our community.  Maribel goes above and 
beyond her job description. She is an amazing person who cares 
very much, and her passion for her community is contagious.”  
He explains that when he arrived six years ago, his vision was “to 
serve the community and to be a cornerstone for the Frog Hollow 
neighborhood.  Maribel was right on it, with the same mission 
and vision.  There are always parents and teachers mingling in 
her office, and a real sense of community within the school.  That 
would not be possible if Maribel wasn’t the type of person she is.”

For Maribel, the greatest reward is when a family shares how 
her services made their lives easier, or when parents tell her 
they successfully applied what they learned in her programs. 
She mentions a family of six obtaining their GEDs, and how she 
cried at their graduation.  While Mirabel was surprised to be 
nominated for the award, for Victor, the nomination was instantly 
clear. “I knew exactly who to nominate,” he said.  He cites her 
energy and attitude, insisting “I can’t imagine running the  
program without her.”  Maribel, who believes “god 
put me here for a reason” says simply “what-

ever I have, I want to share.”



Rodney Williams
Rodney Williams works for the City of Hartford Parks Department 

maintaining Pope, Goodwin, Bushnell, Forester Heights, Colt and 

Barnard Parks.  He does whatever it takes to keep the parks and 

cemeteries in good shape so that residents can enjoy them – 

plowing snow, mowing grass, painting lines on athletic fields, 

mulching, picking up litter, and planting trees.  A 17-year employ-

ee, “he is always willing to share his knowledge with coworkers,” 

according to Deputy Director of Public Works Petrel Maylor, who 

nominated Rodney.  Petrel adds “Rodney always has a positive 

attitude, is willing to take on new projects, and does his work with 

quality and pride.”  



Parks Superintendent Mark Dowd is Rodney’s direct supervisor.  

He echoes Petrel’s comments, explaining “Rodney is a good men-

tor” and role model, who gladly shares “his wealth of knowledge 

of all our parks.”  Mark values the insights Rodney has from his 

years in the department, and his willingness to share those tid-

bits with his coworkers.  Examples include knowing which areas 

need repeated plowing because of wind and shade, or warning 

colleagues about damp areas where mowers might get stuck and 

have to be towed out, helping them avoid expensive and time-

consuming errors.

“I feel honored. it’s a compliment to get this award,” says Rodney.  

“I started because I needed a good job to support my family, and 

I keep doing it because it’s something I enjoy, being outside.  I 

like seeing how beautiful it looks after I cut the grass, or seeing a 

bunch of kids on a playground or ball field.”  He particularly loves 

seeing people enjoy the “diverse cultural events and activities in 

Bushnell Park.  I’m glad that people get to utilize it.”

“This can be a tough job,” explains Mark, “and frustrating, like 

when we have to pick up litter before we can mow the grass.  

Rodney had a good attitude every morning and is always on time. 

No matter what the task, he does a wonderful job at it.”  Mark 

summarizes “Rodney’s attitude towards his work and his 

coworkers is always professional.  If I could have 35 

of him, I’d be all set!”



Franciszka Sadowski
Franciszka Sadowski is the Director of the South End Wellness 

Senior Center, where she manages a wide range of programs.  

Seniors can participate in meals, guest lectures, themed events, 

holiday parties, performances, trips, arts and crafts, a work train-

ing program, and health/wellness expos with dozens of provid-

ers.  Francis explains “we enjoy life, we’re busy here.  My goal 

is for them to want to come to the center, not just to eat, but to 

socialize, learn new things and express their talents.”

After earning degrees in physical education, and training teach-

ers in her native Poland, Francis moved here with no English.  

She emphasizes “I worked hard and am very happy with what  



I accomplished – raising three kids who are college grads,  

serving as a paraprofessional, lifeguard and head lifeguard in 

Hartford schools, having taught more than 1000 kids to swim.”  

After 20 years, she was ready for a change and “always had an 

itch to care for people,” so she joined the Senior Center in 2008.  

Francis says “I treat everyone like my parents.  I enjoy working 

with people and appreciate the daily conversations.”

Nominator Hyacinth Yennie states “Francis goes beyond the  

call of duty.  Her heart and soul are in helping our seniors.  She 

is a person in her own category of caring and loving people.”  

During COVID, Hyacinth adds, “Francis partnered with UConn to 

ensure seniors received wellness calls. She organized monthly 

drive-by goodie bags of food, toiletries and games.  She is not  

shy to ask for help, support, donations and new ideas that will 

benefit seniors.”

Francis enjoys the daily interactions, whether ensuring someone 

has clean clothes, listening for the umpteenth time to a story 

from a senior with memory loss, or painting someone’s nails to 

help them look good and feel good.  She finds it “very reward-

ing that my efforts to help people pay off, that I see them move 

on,” and emphasizes how much fun she has at work, from plan-

ning programs to talking with seniors about ways to improve  

the offerings.  Her bottom line is “I like what I do, and 

I am very fortunate.”



Stephen Balcanoff Award

Angel H. Ruiz
Angel Ruiz, who works in the Infectious Diseases Division of  

UConn Health/Connecticut Children’s Pediatric, Youth & Family 

Program, is the 2022 winner of SINA’s Stephen Balcanoff Award.  

Each year SINA gives out an institutional award, known as the  
Stephen Balcanoff  Award. The award honors long-time SINA board 
member Steve Balcanoff, who retired in 2020 after more than 40 years 
at Connetciut Children’s. This award recognizes someone whose dedi-
cation to community service echoes Steve’s, and who is an employee 
of  one of  SINA’s three anchor institutions.



Angel’s coworkers universally feel he  

represents Steve’s selfless dedica-

tion and giving spirit. Grace Hong, a nurse  

practitioner, explains “Angel is kind, compassionate, 

thorough, dependable, and so extremely humble. He works 

hard for his patients, has incredible working relationships with 

team members, and does this with a warm smile. He is an invalu-

able member of our team!”  Danielle Warren-Dias, Family Support  

Director, adds “Angel is always willing to step up and go beyond  

expectations. He is highly respected by his peers and colleagues.” 

Gail Karas, an RN in the Division of Infectious Disease, says  

“Angel is incredibly generous with his time, attention, optimism, 

thoughtfulness, empathy and heart. His dedication to his work in 

and outside the office is inestimable. He makes people feel good 

when he is around. His kindness and generosity of spirit are felt 

by kids, young people, parents and colleagues alike.”  John R. 

Schreiber, Interim Chief Division of Infectious Diseases, summa-

rizes: “Angel is a gift, both to our division and to the community 

he serves.”

Proving the accolades true, Angel’s first comment about the 

award was “I’m accepting it for them, because it takes all of us.  

It’s a partnership, and it takes a whole village – co-workers, fam-

ily and friends.”  As a person in recovery himself, he found people 

helped him, so he realized “that’s something I need to do.  It’s my 

community, my calling.”



His 20 years in HIV prevention and care started in New York City, 

and he has been a community health worker at UConn Health/

CT Children’s for ten years.  Angel credits his wife as “my rock” 

and he mentions their six children with pride.  About his work, he 

says “right now I’m very hopeful.  It seems we’re close to ending 

the HIV epidemic.  We’ve come a long way in treatment and pre-

vention.”

“Besides being a conscientious community health worker and a 

big champion to the families we serve, Angel is dependable, reli-

able, kind, and very humble.  He is always willing to help,” says 

social worker Nilda Fernandez, who nominated him.  She adds 

“Angel is a great team player, he’s just so “present” and always 

thinking about the person in front of him.  He’s so genuine, and 

someone you can depend on – truly an unsung hero.”
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