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Marrakech Turns 50
In May of 1971, Susan Waisbren and Francie Brodie signed 
incorporation papers that would officially make Marrakech a reality. 
It was probably hard to imagine then that their work to open one 
community-based residential site for adults with intellectual disabilities 
would pave the way for Marrakech to become the full-service, diverse 
human services organization that we are today. The story of our 
Founders, who were undergraduate students at the time, reminds us of 
the power that just one or two people have to make a difference in the 
lives of thousands. They took a chance on doing something different, 
providing a new option for people with disabilities. Fifty years later, 
we are still committed to our mission, and just like our Founders, 
we continue to dare to be different. We can do this only because of 
our generous supporters, our innovative staff, and the trust that the 
individuals and families we support put in us.  

We hope you can join us for our Golden Anniversary Party: 50 Years of 
Daring to Be Different on Thursday, October 28th at the Oakdale Theatre 
in Wallingford. Watch for more information in the mail!  
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Each year, Marrakech honors community members and organizations at our Founders’ Awards Ceremony. 
The Founders’ Awards were established to recognize those that exemplify the principles and philosophy of the 
founders of Marrakech. Those qualities include commitment, dedication, a “can-do” attitude and involvement 
in a visionary project aimed at creating positive change in the community. We see those who have 
demonstrated an outstanding commitment to people with disabilities, people with socioeconomic barriers, 
and to the community at large as helping Marrakech further carry out our own mission and vision.  

In addition, we also recognize our employees who are celebrating milestone anniversaries, from 5 years to 35 
years of service! Their dedication to the people we support is awe-inspiring on a daily basis. One employee is 
selected each year to also receive our Academy Award. This goes to a long-term employee who is a graduate 
of our Academy for Human Service Training Program. This year, the Academy Award winner was Viola 

Bland, a 20-year employee of Marrakech.

In celebration of Marrakech’s 50th anniversary, our 2021 Founders’ Awards 
went to people and organizations that helped Marrakech get started back in 
1971. Our organization would not be here today, 50 years later, if not for the 
following people and organizations: 

Annual Founders’ Awards

• Dwight Hall at Yale University - Herb Cahoon connected our founders 
to the Regional Center at the time, and also provided the first grant 
to pilot the residential services. Participation in Best Buddies and the 
development of our Association of Artisans to Cane years later also 
stemmed from Dwight Hall initiatives. 

• Margot Conte – Representing the Regional Center staff, who helped 
motivate and guide Susan and Francie in their efforts to innovate.

• Valerie Chain – The first resident of Marrakech, who Susan and Francie 
both say was the inspiration for it all.

• Sid Levine – The one and only person to respond to an ad for volunteers 
and eventually became Board president.

• Community Foundation for Greater New Haven – Provided technical 
assistance to our founders and consistent funding to Marrakech for 50 
years.

• Greater New Haven PROBUS – Members volunteered to help with 
zoning regulations for our first home and served on the Board. The Club 
also provided one of the earliest grants to the organization.

Congratulations to all of 
the 2021 awardees!

Viola Bland
Dwight Hall at Yale

Margot Conte (center)

Valerie Chain (center) with Founders, 
Francie Brody and Susan Waisbren

Sid Levine
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Staff Recognition
Each quarter, staff are recognized for going above and beyond their 
job duties. The staff nominations are submitted to the recognition 
committee by funding sources, guardians, vendors and coworkers for 
performing extraordinary tasks with alacrity. 

Maria Antunes, Louis Barjon, Mary Baskin-Ledbetter, Rebecca Batista, 
Tanya Branham, Cornell “CJ” Davis, John Emery, Lavernea Giddiens, 
Kashawnda Harvin, Tamara Hill, William Johnson, Brittany Jones, 
Mike LaTulippe, Ayrica Lminggio, Stacia Moore, Zeno Payton, Renee 
Reed, Bernard Shaw, Erika Shields, Mary Smith, Janet Stoner, Carolyn 
Underwood, Lynair Walker, and Emanuel Zapata

On May 4th and 5th, 
Marrakech participated in the 
Great Give®, a 36-hour online 
giving event that supports 
local nonprofits organized by 
the Community Foundation 
for Greater New Haven. 
Thanks to our sponsors and 
supporters, Marrakech raised 
over $35,000. Thank you to 
our Match sponsors, L.H. Brenner/Thompson & Peck, Inc., Hancock 
Pharmacy, and Alera Group, who helped double donations by matching 
donors dollar for dollar; our Social Media Sponsors, Alert Security 
and Newtown Savings Bank, who donated $1 for each new Facebook 
like we received during the campaign; and our remaining sponsors, 
Workers’ Compensation Trust, New Haven Bank, Guilmartin, DiPiro & 
Sokolowski, LLC., and Anthony & Rosemarie Burton. And, as always, 
thank you to our donors and the Community Foundation for Greater 
New Haven.

Another Successful Great 
Give Event

FOR SUPPORTING OUR LOCAL COMMUNITY

#TheGreatGive
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East Street Arts 
Renovations
Over the last year, East Street Arts, a social enterprise of Marrakech, was awarded grants 
from The Community Foundation for Greater New Haven, Timken Foundation of 
Canton, and New Haven’s Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) program 
via the federal COVID CARES Act, as well as a donation from the Sesno Family. These 
funds allowed East Street Arts to expand space for proper social distancing so we can 
get our artists back to work and to serve more people safely. Improvements were also 
made to increase the site’s accessibility, safety and energy efficiency by repairing sidewalk 
areas, replacing roofing, siding and flooring, upgrading furnaces, replacing a broken AC 
condenser and installing new fire rated doors. This work would not be possible without 
the generous donors listed above. Our artists appreciate the expanded space and much 
needed improvements. Stop by soon to check out our renovations and do a little shopping 
while you are here!

Gregory L. Hancock, R. Ph. 

HANCOC�SPHARMACYAND 
HOME HEAL TH CARE 

840 East Main Street, Meriden 
Phone (203)235-6323 (203)235-0288 

FAX (203) 235-2411 

HANCOCKLTC 

29 Gravel Street, Meriden 
FAX (800) 603-2411 Phone 1-800-499-6323 

SERVICING LONG TERM CARE FACILITIES 
THROUGHOUT CONNECTICUT 

www .hancockpharmacy.com 
E-MAIL: info@hancockpharmacy.com
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Professional Development & Recognition
Jill Cretella, Chief Administrative 
Officer and 22-year employee of 
Marrakech, was certified as a Senior 
Professional in Human Resources® 
on December 23, 2020. The SPHR® 
is a competency-based credential 
administered by the HRCI® that 
demonstrates mastery of the strategic 
and policy-making aspects of HR 
management as practiced in the U.S.

Jennifer Falzone, Senior Vice 
President of Human Resources and 
29-year employee of Marrakech, was 
certified as a Professional in Human 
Resources® on February 26, 2021. 
The PHR® is a competency-based 
credential administered by the HRCI® 
that demonstrates mastery of the 
technical and operational aspects of 
HR management, including U.S. laws 
and regulations. 

Liandra Stanley, Behavior Support 
Professional and 15-year employee 
of Marrakech, recently graduated 
from Leadership Greater New Haven, 
a program of the Greater New 
Haven Chamber of Commerce that 
equips participants with the skills, 
techniques, and connections in New 
Haven to compete and be successful 
in the region. 

Sadia Yaseen, Director of Behavioral 
Services and 12-year employee 
of Marrakech, became a Board 
Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA) in 
October 2020. A BCBA is a Master’s 
level professional who has met the 
requirements of the Behavior Analyst 
Certification Board for training in 
applied behavior analysis. 

Juneteenth - A New Company 
Holiday in 2021
Over the last year, Marrakech has made a commitment to move from being 
a nonracist organization to an antiracist organization. In doing such, we have 
started to integrate education and conversation about race into our daily work 
lives, and have already begun modifying some of our practices. This movement 
aligns with Marrakech’s core values since our inception. Because of that, 
Marrakech’s Board of Directors voted unanimously to make Juneteenth (June 
19th) an additional company holiday at Marrakech beginning in 2021. 

On June 19, 1865, approximately 250,000 enslaved African-Americans in 
Galveston, Texas were told they were free. This was two and a half years after the 
signing of the Emancipation Proclamation. Juneteenth, also known as Freedom 
Day, Jubilee Day, Liberation Day, and Emancipation Day, is a holiday commemorating the end of slavery in the United States. 

Structural inequality in our communities and in society remains pervasive. At Marrakech, we have made a choice to not be complicit through 
inaction or silence, and to recognize that we have a role to play in helping to enact change. Making Juneteenth an official company holiday 
provides an opportunity for everyone to acknowledge the racial inequity that existed then and now, and to celebrate racial diversity. 

We encouraged employees to use this holiday time in a reflective and meaningful way, such as  participating in civic engagement, learning more 
about the African American culture through music, books, movies, and conversations, expanding knowledge and understanding of the injustices 
faced by the Black Community, and learning how to be allies in the fight for racial equality for all. Pictures from Marrakech’s Oak Tree Day 
Program, celebrating Juneteenth together.

Irma Turnage was recognized by the 
Soroptimist International Greater 
Hartford Club as an “Exceptional 
Woman” for her lifelong work and 
volunteer activities helping and 
mentoring others. Besides her 
work at Marrakech, she has been 
volunteering with middle school 
students, providing life skills training. 
She also volunteers for the CT Food 
Bank at Cornerstone Christina Center 
in Milford, and provides mediation 
services to assist people in coming up 
with common solutions. Irma was 
honored during Women’s History 
Month on International Women’s 
Day, March 8, 2021.
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Dear Friends:

This year marks Marrakech’s 50th anniversary. That’s right, FIFTY YEARS! While there still lies some 
uncertainty ahead as we continue to move through this pandemic and face the impact that it will 
undoubtedly leave behind, this milestone reminds us that we can weather any storm. We have had hard 
times before, and here we are, still going strong. And we know why.

In preparation for our anniversary celebrations, we have been talking with our founders, early board 
members, volunteers, long-term staff and others to learn more about our history. The first thing that 
became obvious to us was that Marrakech still operates under the same four core values as we did from 
the very beginning – Person-Centeredness, Customer Service, Integrity, and Inclusion. We truly 
believe in offering services and supports designed around the individual needs and goals of each person; 
and this has always been the case, even when it was not popular thought for people with disabilities. 
We believe in being honest and transparent, even when it is not always the easiest choice, like when the 
services we provide contradict what has always been done. We believe diversity makes our world and 
our community a richer place, and that having understanding, acceptance, and inclusivity is the only 
way to demonstrate the value of human life. 

The other thing that became obvious is that no one walks the road to success alone. When Marrakech 
began, our Founders had a team of supporters around them – volunteering, donating, guiding, and 
cheering them on. Marrakech would simply not be without all of them. Fifty years later, the same 
holds true. We could not do this without you, our awesome team of supporters. Thank you for being so 
generous with your time, money, wisdom and kindness. We know we can do anything with you in our 
corner.

Cheers to 50 years, and many more!

Heather LaTorra
President & CEO

Please head over to www.marrakechinc.org to donate now or use the envelope enclosed to mail in your gift. 
Thank you for your support!

EMBRACING
HUMAN
POTENTIAL
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On July 22nd, our Marrakech Family had the best weather and the most fun at Quassy 
Amusement Park in Middlebury. Over 300 of our friends and families were able to see 
each other in person and enjoy the food, games and rides. Thank you Diane and our 

Quality of Life Team for organizing this!

June 21st, Marrakech hosted Make Music Day with Bear’s Smokehouse BBQ in New 
Haven. Make Music Day is a celebration of music on the summer solstice that is 

performed by anyone and enjoyed by everyone. Each year, over 1,000 cities around the 
world throw citywide music celebrations.

“The Fabric That Holds Us Together” 

QUILT PROJECT of INCLUSION

The Marrakech Multicultural Advisory Council (MMAC) 
accepted the first of three quilt panels completed by 

volunteer, Christina Roy.

For the past three years, Marrakech employees and the 
individuals who receive supports and services at Marrakech 

have been designing squares. Christina artfully put them 
together for our first completed quilt. 

Thank you, Christina, we couldn’t have asked for a better or 
more beautiful outcome.

THANK YOU TO EVERYONE WHO PARTICIPATED !

New Grants and  
Funded Projects
The Yale Community for New Haven Fund awarded Marrakech $5,000 in February for our Young Adult 
Services (YAS) program to establish an emergency relief fund. Young adults accessed the funds to purchase 
basic need items such as food, clothing, medication, and to obtain assistance with unpaid and overdue bills. 
The fund also allowed us to purchase and distribute PPE, cleaning supplies and personal hygiene supplies to 
young adults as needed. 

Marrakech was also the recipient of Yale University’s Hunger and Homelessness Action Project auction 
proceeds this year. The Hunger and Homelessness Action Project is a Dwight Hall organization run and staffed entirely by student volunteers. 
Each year, they donate the proceeds from their auction event to a few selected nonprofits in New Haven. The funds donated to Marrakech are 
helping us to provide meals, coffee and other refreshments to the individuals utilizing our Taking Initiative Center during the evening hours. 
While another COVID-related grant issued by the City of New Haven helped us to staff the expanded hours into the evening, there was no 
additional budget for food, which left the Center at the mercy of donations. These funds allow those using the Taking Initiative Center, many who 
are homeless and food insecure, to know they can count on an evening meal when they walk through our door. 

Marrakech was recently awarded a contract from New Haven’s Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) 
program to replace the roof at one of our affordable housing sites in the Whalley Avenue area. The West Haven CDBG 
program, via the federal COVID CARES Act, will be funding renovations to our Island Lane site to help us repurpose 
a warehouse area into usable program space. These changes will add over 1,200 square feet to our program space, 
allowing more people to return to programming while sustaining safe social distancing. Support through programs like 
CDBG, which is provided by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), help us to make the 
infrastructure improvements and changes that we may not otherwise be able to fund. 

Out & About
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2021 EMPLOYEE YEARS OF SERVICE HONOREES

35 Years
Heather LaTorra

30 Years
Diane Millan
Darlington Nwagboli

25 Years
Gregory Brown
Denise Canady
Helen Watson-Cherry

20 Years
Vivian Benton
Viola Bland
Josephine Cordero
Carmen Rivera
Taveius Winder

15 Years
Errikk Baskin
Eva Daniels
Bonnie Farrington
John Giaquinto
Joshua Hawkins
Katisha Lawrence
Gina Nargi
Vivian Oliveras
Erika Pacheco
Beverly Patterson
Liandra Stanley
Laura Stewart
Frank Upshur
Jennifer Wilder
David Younng

10 Years
Raheem Ahmed
Dennis Bilodeau

Venisha Brown
Amanda Brunson
Diana Casey
Valerie Fagin
Alexander Felix
Pamela Flack
Lavernea Giddiens
Edgar Graham
Terri Hagans
Madison Holmes-Jordan
Gregson James
Lorrinda Johnson
Zuleima Joyner
James Kelly
Lisa Kobierowski
Katharine Maebry
Desiree Malave
Sharde Mcintosh
Stacia Moore
Marcella Nelson
Lauren Pace
Hasan Powell
Alex Shelton
Tiana Smith
Guadalupe Uriostegui
Justin Wentworth

5 Years
Ashley Adams
Sherrain Banks
Yvette Barros
Ashlee Beisel
Verna Brice
Doni Caesar
Robert Carkner
Stephany Carmichael

Lisa Carson
Susan Chrzanowski
Donna Court Covey
Cornell Davis
Jacklyn Diaz
Tyrese Dingle
Trevin Footman
Evalis Gonzalez
Michael Green
Asia Henderson
Symphany Joseph
Eugena Little
Cristina Lorenzo
Kenyatta McGregor
Berthina McNair
Erica Mendez
Dorrasha Orange-Williams
Armon Peterson
Aysia Quinones
Lorna Rodriguez
Lateefah Setzer
Imani Smith
Mary Smith
Keneisha Thames
Lakeisha Thomas
Tiffany Towles
Ametrues Trotman
Cornelius Udoh
Jahmell Washington
Sabrina Woods
Vincent Wright

Congratulations on 30-years of service Diane Millan. It has been a 
pleasure working with you throughout the years. -Denise Canady

Heather LaTorra- Cheers to 35 years! Thank you for leading us, 
inspiring us and guiding us. You are truly a one-of-a-kind leader who 
I am privileged to work for. You are hard-working, passionate and 
humble. It’s safe to say - Best. Boss. Ever. - Jason Mirsky

To all employees celebrating a work anniversary, thank you for being 
the driving force of Marrakech and overcoming so many challenges 
and hardships this past year. You continue to make a priceless impact 
on the lives of the people supported and I am so thankful and 
appreciative of each and every one of you. Thank you!! - Jason Mirsky

Jennifer Wilder, Congrats on 15 years! Best, Mary Smith

Heather LaTorra- You’ve Come a Long Way, Baby! Congratulations! 
Best, Mary Smith

Heather LaTorra- Congratulations on 35 years! Thank you for 
your years of service and for your mentorship. To all the employees 
celebrating this year, thank you for all that you do for the people that 
we support. - Jay Korman

Congratulations to all the employees celebrating milestone 
anniversaries this year. Thank you for all you do for the people 
we support at Marrakech. Your dedication and hard work is  
appreciated! - Jill Cretella



Spring/Summer 2021 9

Congratulations 
to ALL Marrakech 
staff who reached 

milestone employment 
achievements this year!

Special shout-outs to:
Diane Millan (30 years) 

Denise Canady (25 years)
Carmen Rivera (20 years) 
Laura Stewart (15 years)

Bonnie Farrington (15 years)
John Giaquinto (15 years) 
Sue Chrzanowski (5 years)

                                 -Jeff Andrus
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To everyone celebrating their milestone anniversary with me 
this year - I am thrilled to be in your company celebrating 

an important milestone anniversary together and I hope to 
celebrate many more with you in the future.

I congratulate you and thank you for dedicating your career 
to Marrakech and our mission, to your teams and to the 

people we support and their families.

Each and every one of you plays an essential role in making 
Marrakech, by far, the best Human Service Nonprofit 

Organization in the State of Connecticut.  

Congratulations and Thank you

-Heather LaTorra
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e x p r e s s i o n s

If you would like to be removed 
from our mailing list please e-mail: 
unsubscribe@marrakechinc.org with 
your name and full address in the 
body of the e-mail.  You  may also 
call 203-389-2970, ext. 1030.
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Marrakech, Inc.  
Six Lunar Drive 
Woodbridge, CT 06525 
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