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aaron’ S StorY: From
his mom’s experience
“We are pleased to discover that STAR has
become a guiding force in Aaron's life .
STAR’ s work allows people with all levels of
ability to access their communities and lead
meaningful lives. Your interaction with
Aaron has enhanced his ability to connect
with the world around him and has allowed
him to take the first steps to discover who
he is and where he fits in. The always
patient and understanding STAR staff is
easing his transition through a very diffi-
cult part of growing up and we are fully
confident that with your continued support
and encouragement he will grow to become
a happy and engaged member of the 
community.” —Lisbeth, Aaron’s Mom

wordS from our preSident
and executive director
STAR continues to soar to new heights in providing essential services to benefit our
neighbors who have intellectual and developmental disabilities (I/DD) and to ensure
they thrive in the community as individuals, employees, volunteers, self-advocates,
and friends.

Your generous support gives hope, confidence, opportunity, independence, and
respect to people who need you. As we share their stories, please feel great knowing
that their achievements are the return on investment for the tireless dedication, gen-
erosity, and energy of our outstanding staff, volunteers, families, and friends like you.

This year, more than ever, STAR played an important role in shaping disability services
and policies statewide and advocating to protect our agency and programs from more
devastating budget cuts on the backs of a fragile population. STAR’s presence was felt
by state legislators in Hartford and our voices were joined with Arc/US and Arc/CT to
make sure the governor and his committees heard our stories and met the people
whose rights and opportunities we protect.  

Daily, the level of the services STAR delivers proudly ranks among the best in the state
in programs such as Birth to Three, My First Job, Residential Supports, High School
Transition, and Family Support. STAR’s Annual Report is not filled with pie charts and
graphs. STAR’s assets are in our people. STAR’s investments are in our people. STAR’s
growth is in our people. With individualized services and creative options we soar one
person at a time and remain strong.

You are a catalyst to our future success. Thank you for giving us flight!

Kenneth Harrington-Howes Katie  J. Banzhaf                                
President of the Board Executive Director

On Wednesday evenings at STAR
over 65 participants practice
their song, dance, and acting
routines in preparation for a
group show, "Theater of STARs,"
which happens each December.
This year, a new young gentle-
man, Aaron, has joined the

troupe with his exuberant spirit,
endless energy, and gleeful smile. He
is connected, aware, and testing his
wings of independence. 

As one of STAR’s younger participants,
Aaron, at 15, is an inspiration to many. As
his mother recounts, Aaron was never typi-
cal. While he was well-behaved, it wasn’t
until he was nine months old they real-
ized he was not babbling or cooing. At 12
months he had no words at all. By the
time he was 15 months he was diag-
nosed with Pervasive Development

Disorder Not Otherwise Specified (PDD-NOS) and he received an autism spectrum
diagnosis by age three. Over the years he has been enrolled in a series of public and
private therapeutic education programs. His current school includes a vocational and
an extended day community program. Despite this level of support, Aaron is “anx-
ious” about his future and, his mother shares, “He obsesses over the calendar and
what happens next.”

Aaron has many and varied interests. He enjoys acting and has had roles in Summer
Theater of New Canaan. He has participated in the YMCA specialist program for yoga,
fitness, gym, and swim. He sings a remarkable rendition of Katie Perry’s Fireworks,
practices his moves with the Wii “Just Dance,” beats his own drum set, and is a car afi-
cionado.

STAR entered Aaron’s life a year ago in September. Staffers Nancy Armstrong and
Mark Minnock are heralded by Aaron’s mother as “The best staff . . . hands down.
After going through two other agencies, we could see that STAR was a good fit for
Aaron.” Working with three other STAR staffers on rotation, Aaron is expanding his
world as he participates in movie nights, bowling, group activities, and one-on-one
outings. 

While he is still only minimally verbal, he makes it clear to his parents and younger
sister that “This is my life.” Aaron is reaching new heights every day. STAR is there
with his family to assist, encourage,  and share the adventure.

AARON’ S STORY: Reaching for Independence
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Two year old Will is an energetic, precocious, curious, and willful toddler who is
the pride of very loving parents and an extended family that stretches from New
Canaan and Wilton to Chicago. On a recent visit to their home to observe a thera-
py session with STAR physical therapist, Nancy Meany, Will’s parents were quick to
share their feelings of being “so fortunate to be working with the wonderful
therapists from STAR, especially Nancy who has an incredible kindness of
heart  and often just stops by for no reason to check on Will. Nancy is the
reason that Will is moving today.”

Born prematurely, Will spent his first four months in the hospital and faced a vari-
ety of challenges for an infant. At about his five to six month birthday, Will was
visited by long-time STAR therapist Beth Cohen (recently retired) for assessment
and the subsequent start of a host of weekly and monthly therapies, including

WILL’ S STORY: Stepping out
to explore his world

physical therapy with Nancy, speech with Debbie, teaching with Melissa, and behav-
ioral support with Laurie, which continue today. Will’s parents, Mandy and Patrick,
acknowledge that “Will has had a difficult journey, but, thankfully, STAR has
lessened the anxiety over ‘what’s next’ and is helping to ease Will and the fam-
ily through each transition.”

What does this mean for Will? It means confidence, independence, fun, learning, and
laughter. As he takes his first steps and masters the crawl and roll, the toddler strives
to achieve and please. . . . always with his favorite reward after his effort, which
brings a smile to his face. As he gains more mobility to explore his world, Will enjoys
his playtime with mom and dad, his tractors and trucks, his essential “binky,” collect-
ing colorful leaves, hammering colorful balls in the yard, and cleaning with a swiffer
or that magical vacuum. Like over 270 other children that STAR works with each year
in our Birth to Three Early Intervention Program, our goal is to help Will reach
his age appropriate developmental milestones by giving him essential tools and
strategies for success and sharing those tools with his parents and family, who are
the catalysts to his success, which will carry through his transition to a typical school
setting.

“Our daughter, Wolf Grace, has been in the Birth to Three program since

she was six weeks old. Born with a rare chromosomal anomaly, she has

global delay, which means rolling over, sitting up, standing, and walk-

ing came late. Without the services provided by the Birth to Three pro-

gram, she probably would not have thrived. 

“We had the privilege of getting to know four wonderful therapists

through Star Rubino Family Center, all of whom brought their wonder-

ful personalities, great advice, and suggestions into our home. In this

past year Wolf has made some major strides. She took her first steps

in the spring. She's grown three inches and gained three pounds. She

has learned and regularly communicates about 30 ASL signs. She ver-

balized her first word about a month ago, “Cat!”

“Wolf transitioned into the public school system after her third birth-

day in June. We still have a long way to go, but we are hopeful. We

appreciate all the help and assistance we have received from STAR’ s

Birth to Three program and will be forever grateful.“

—Kate and Justin, Wolf ’s parents
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Proudly displaying two gold medals and two silver
medals she won doing track in Special Olympics,
Sandra’s life after graduation keeps pace with her per-
formance in the relay race, shotput, and 100 meter
run. A relatively new STAR resident who has a room-
mate in a comfy condo in one of STAR’s Community
Living Arrangement programs, Sandra has it all.
She loves her own bedroom, her soft bed, her living
room, and the opportunity to help cook her meals. 

Up with the roosters, Sandra starts her day at 6:30 a.m. She promptly makes her
bed and prepares for the day ahead. Three days a week she’ll take Dispatch a Ride
to her job at the Merrittview Grille in the Merritt 7 Complex in Norwalk where she
assists with the duties of the café, which serves lunch to the office space tenants.
With never an idle moment, she assists with dishwashing, accepting deliveries,
trash removal, cleaning carts, wiping counters, and more on her “first job” that
she has held for over six months. “I love Nelly,” she says excitedly about her super-
visor. 

When she is not at her job, she participates
in STAR’s Day Options program as a com-
munity volunteer delivering meals for Meals
on Wheels and helping at Kingsway Senior
Living. 

Throw in her favorite trips to Earthplace, the
beach, bowling, bingo, and dances and
Sandra’s days are rich with opportunity,
friends, and new experiences. With her con-

tagious smile and personality that overshadows her small frame, Sandra has also
taken her love of music (Taylor Swift and Trey Songz are her current faves) and is
a performer in STAR’s upcoming Theater of STARs, which is rehearsing for their
performance at Norwalk City Hall Concert Hall on Wednesday, December 16th. 

Sandra, in partnership with STAR, is writing the success story for her next chapter
in life like many others each year who STAR helps transition from high school
to their first job, first apartment, and independent living as a contributing
member of our community

SANDRA’ S STORY: 2014 Norwalk High
School graduate on a fast track to
independence

“I feel like a STAR. I love
work. I love music. I love
track. I do a good job and
have a nice apartment.”
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Marc Adelsberg, Ph.D. — or Dr. Marc as he is affectionately known by all — is a
Consulting Psychologist for STAR, Inc., Lighting the Way. A clinical psychologist, Dr.
Marc has offices in Westchester and Bronx, NY. He received his Ph.D. 27 years ago
from Long Island University in Brooklyn and has practiced in the field over 35 years.
STAR’s families have benefitted from Dr. Marc’s services for almost 30 years, which
have evolved from initial group sessions and family therapy to weekly individual ses-
sions. 

In his own words, Dr. Marc’s goal at STAR is “to help families integrate kids into
living and participating at STAR while facilitating the transition to independ-
ence for the individual as well as understanding the challenges faced by the
family.”  Like STAR, Dr. Marc’s focus is on the individual — helping them become
more independent and aiding their ability to express their feelings verbally. He cau-
tions how one should “never underestimate the internal experiences of this
fragile population and how important it is to teach them how to deal verbal-
ly with different experiences and emotions rather than acting out in unac-
ceptable behaviors.”

Seeing 15 or more clients at STAR each week for 20-minute sessions, Dr. Marc is a
beloved onsite consultant and private psychologist who, in his own way, contributes
to the success of many of STAR’s programs. Especially recognizing the important role
of the parent/caregiver, Dr. Marc helps families to not be overprotective of their
child, which may ultimately limit the child’s development of independence and abil-
ity to engage in typical opportunities. By making them feel comfortable with these
transitions, Dr. Marc reduces fears associated with granting or managing independ-
ence and new opportunities. His mantra, “Let go and grow,” is especially true in the
I/DD population.  

As a professional, what does Dr. Marc like most about STAR? He shares, “The direc-
tors are extremely dedicated and facilitating. They have foresight and an
innate sense of where they want the agency to go in terms of maximizing each
person’s individual independence and talents — because, in these, is spiritu-
al happiness and a way to fulfill a person’s spirit. Everybody is entitled to
that. It is great to see STAR see and strive for that great human endeavor
every day.”

“STAR has real ly worked very cre-
at i ve ly in various areas deve loping par-
t icipants’ talents in sports, 
theater, singing , dancing , and opening
the expression of indi v iduali t y. STAR
does this be t ter than anybody I have
seen in my career. There is a real car-
ing at t itude that is per vasi ve in the
staff up and down. I witness the cre-
at i v it y and dedicat ion in al l the pro-
grams and people at STAR .”

—Marc Adelsberg, Ph.D.

DR . MARC’ S STORY: Facilitating transitions
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By her staff, Julie is referred to as “the loveliest lady ever.” Sweet as can be, prior to her recent
medical challenges, she had a personality that was stubborn but could melt your heart. She
always knew what she wanted and how cleverly to get her way. Just when you did not
expect it, she would bubble over saying, “You need a hug,” or she’d say, “I like you — you’re
my best friend.” Her sisters recount that when Julie first joined the STAR family over three
decades ago, STAR gave her opportunities for rich things to happen in her life. She had a
great job at Stop & Shop on Connecticut Avenue in Norwalk, she lived in Horizon apart-
ments, and she participated in every STAR activity possible including dances, costume par-
ties, bowling, miniature golf, horseback riding, swimming, a trip to Elvis’ Graceland mansion
in Memphis, and even a cruise. She still has some of the same staff and friends she met at
the beginning!

For STAR staff, her friends, and family it is often difficult to witness the compromise in Julie’s
health. The woman they saw as the bright star of every party who loves people, dancing,
singing, and helping others is making a tough transition. After some problems with blood
pressure and ultimately needing a pacemaker, Julie’s staff had worked tirelessly to make

accommodations to keep her at STAR. She moved
to one floor living at Ryan House almost a decade
ago and, more recently after a stroke and blind-
ness, has hospice care at STAR with a home health
aide seven days a week. “Jules,” as she is affection-
ately known by all, attends STAR’s senior program
daily from 11 to 3 and her friends know that she
still loves girly things, all Disney princesses, every-
thing STAR Wars, Michael Jackson, the Partridge
Family, chocolates, and baked goods. When the
music starts, she is always moving her feet in the wheelchair. She has transitioned from the
person always willing to help in the kitchen preparing salads and dinners and wanting to
bake desserts to one who is now fed pureed meals.  Sadly, she has also moved into the same
home as her first boyfriend, Henry, whom she met at STAR, but she does not recognize him.
Her staff knows how Julie loves her birthday — a year-long process that began with her and
her mother planning great birthday parties every year. It is a tradition maintained by the
STAR staff. One of Julie’s biggest dreams is to celebrate her birthday at a country club.

Julie’s sisters express their heartfelt appreciation to STAR staff helping their sister. They
applaud the staff who asks, “What are we going to do to keep her home at STAR?”
Admittedly, in many ways this is unchartered territory for the staff, suddenly dealing with
someone who is blind with a fragile medical condition. But they are quick to add that Julie,
with the advocacy of her mother, has been a trailblazer her entire life . . . the first to attend
typical elementary, middle, and high school. When the sisters visit Julie now they admire
the Star Wars posters and collectibles they have given her over the years. The staff gave her
a new princess comforter for her last birthday, which adorns the room — proof again that
“the STAR staff is really in tune with Julie and have made her room her home.” For the sis-
ters, having STAR taking care of Julie is wonderful and has removed any guilt and worry they
had about the care of their sister. “Julie has had a rich life thanks to STAR.”

JULIE’ S STORY: A trailblazing trek from
Star Wars to STAR

“We don’ t know what our family would have done without
STAR . Julie was a trai lblazer in employment with STAR going
back over three decades in her long career with a varie ty of
jobs including a long career at Stop & Shop. Af ter our mom and
dad died in the early 1990s, Julie also became part of the STAR
resident ial family. As Julie’ s sisters we did not know what to
expect, but we knew we had a promise to make sure Julie was
kept safe, happy, and healthy and we love the way we have
been included by STAR in al l aspects of Julie’ s life . Even in most
recent t imes when Julie’ s health has been severe ly compro-
mised by dement ia and Alzhe imer’ s, STAR’ s staff, like Lisa
Pari l le,is there on the front line, ready to assuage our fears
with lots of suggest ions and solut ions and support i ve assur-
ance that ‘ we can f igure this out, too.’ STAR is truly the team
that fee ls like family. The fact that Julie can stay in her home
at STAR despite her fai ling health and the extraordinary
efforts i t requires of staff is phenomenal . As a forerunner of
‘ no inst itut ions’  thinking , our mom would have wished i t no
other way.” —Laurie and Susan, Julie’s sisters
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OUR VOLUNTEER STORY: YOU make US happy!
Thank you!



OFFICERS

Obie Harrington-Howes 
President

Meghan Cioffi
1st Vice President

Mickey Herbst
2nd Vice President

John Danaher
Treasurer

Assaf Ben-Atar
Recording Secretary

Mary McGee
Corresponding Secretary

Ed Piorkowski
Immediate Past President

DIRECTORS

Marty Bailey
Barry Bosworth
Kim Butenhoff
Alison Rhodes-Jacobson
Mary Kennedy
Bob Marchesi
Talisha Maxwell
Jack McFadden
Ed Musante
Cathleen Piscitell
George Santangelo
Joe Viesta

KEY STAFF MEMBERS 

Katie Banzhaf
Executive Director
kbanzhaf@starinconline.com

Peter Saverine
Director of Philanthropy
psaverine@starinconline.com

Barbara Fitzpatrick
Director of STAR Rubino Family Center
bfitzpatrick@starinconline.com

Linda Snell
Director of Family Support
lsnell@starinconline.com

Kari Ryan
Director of Employment Services
kryan@starinconline.com

Cheryl Kennen Bergstrom
Director of Residential Services
cbergstrom@starinconline.com

Bill Casale
Director of Operations
bcasale@starinconline.com

Bill Saguta
Director of Financial Services
bsaguta@starinconline.com

For More Information
www.starct.org
or call us at 203.846.9581

Follow us on …

STAR Headquarters

182 Wolfpit Avenue
Norwalk, CT 06851
(203) 846-9581 | Fax (203) 847-0545
Email: 
kbanzhaf@starinconline.com

STAR South Norwalk Office 

90 Washington Street
South Norwalk, CT 06854
(203) 853-6404 | Fax (203) 853-3328

STAR Rubino Family Center 

120 East Avenue
Norwalk, CT 06851
(203) 855-0634 | Fax (203) 855-0637

The Hour Publishing Company
Judie Szuets, Graphic Design/Printing

Contributing Photos
Miggs Burroughs, Miguel Cruz 

Katie Banzhaf, Drew Gardella, Megan Johnson, Peter Saverine

STAR is especially thankful for our partnership and support from:

MISSION STATEMENT

STAR, Inc., Lighting the Way is a not–for-profit organization serving individuals of all ages with devel-
opmental disabilities, as well as providing support services to their families. We create opportunities for
individuals to live full lives with independence, freedom of choice, and personal growth by providing
support, services, and advocacy. We inform and encourage the community to recognize and appreciate
the value of all individuals.

The 13th STAR Dinner Dance & Auction, Starry Starry Night in
Paris, was held at Woodway Country Club in Darien and raised
over $300,000 for STAR programs supporting our neighbors in
Darien, New Canaan, Norwalk, Westport, Wilton and Weston.

At STAR’s 3rd Annual Spring Speaker’s Luncheon a sellout
crowd of over 300 was inspired by guest speaker Liz Murray’s
Homeless to Harvard story and netted over $40,000.

2015 was the 10th Anniversary of STAR’s Annual Walk, Roll &
Stroll at Sherwood Island State Park. The gorgeous spring day
attracted over 600 supporters who raised a recordbreaking
$130,000 for STAR people and programs.

STAR is grateful to all of our generous corporate, foundation,
and individual donors throughout the year. We appreciate the
families and friends who choose to make STAR the beneficiary
of special gifts in memory or in honorarium, especially those
who have included STAR in their estate planning and wills as
new members of our STAR Foundation Legacy Society.

Participation and excitement continues to escalate for STAR’s
Theater of STARs. Over 60 participants rehearse for months to dis-
play their talents in theater, song, and dance before a full house
crowd at Norwalk City Hall’s Symphony Hall each December.

The nine-member Rubberband played over 25 shows this year highlighted
by the SoNo Arts Celebration, Norwalk Oyster Festival, Lockwood Matthews
Mansion, and Toad’s Place New Haven.

Aitoro’s Appliance and Dream Kitchen Showroom in Norwalk hosted
Galaxy of Gourmets fundraising event for STAR that included music and
featured 15 Fairfield County chefs who cooked samples of gourmet fare
for over 120 guests, raising over $6,000.


