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Good evening Members of the Appropriations Committee, my name is lleana Collazo and  am a
student at Charter Oak State College. | am here to talk about the importance of increased funding for
higher education, but first f would like to share a perscnal experience.

I came from Puerto Rico at the age of 15 in 1994 looking for the best doctors and treatment to
assist my mother with her psychiatric disorder - schizophrenia. At age 16 | had to drop out of high
school and take care of my mom as she needed 24 hour supervision. My mother's condition also
affected my older brother to the point that he is now infected with HIV due to drug abuse. | felt that |
lost everything in this country, my mom, my brother, and my education. | was lost and could not
communicate with the people in the community where | lived because | could not speak English.

Fortunately, things begin to improve for me. In 1998 | was informed of a GED program in the
Community of Hartford, | was able to continue my education, learn English as a second language and
become an advocate for my mom. | was also able to find a job, an apartment, and got married and now
have a beautiful 10 year old daughter. Though things were going positive there were still some hard
times. There was a period that | had to stop working to take care of my daughter because we could not
afford daycare. | began to ask myself questions, what are you going to offer your daughter? How can
you help your husband who was laid off after 15 years working with a law firm? [t was then that |
decided to attend Capital Community College to study Early Childhood Education. | then obtained a job
in a daycare which allowed me to bring my child with me. | found myself in a classroom responsible for
many children with challenging behaviors. | became frustrated with the career | had chosen and felt |
was just wasting energy,

One incident really touched my heart, as one of my students was found playing next to his dead
mom on the floor. It was at this point | knew | would have to change careers and would need a
Bachelor’s degree which would qualify me for a position as a leader in advocacy for children and their
families. | understood that higher education was more important than ever.

Knowing my situation, a friend gave me information about the WIT/CT WAGE programs at
Charter Oak State College and 1 was excited about the possibility of becoming a student at an online
institution, which would make degree completion more manageable and quicker, and to participate in a
program designed to assist low income mothers and families, like me and my husband, to complete
their degree. | was grateful to get into the CT WAGE program and completed my Associates degree in
2011 and after this semester, I'm only 2 courses away from completing my Bachelors,

This would not be possible without funding or the collaboration of colleges which can include
credit transfers, varied selection of academic programs, consortium agreements, and affordable
tuitions. As the federal government has made modifications and capped PELL lifetime eligibility, it is
more important than ever to increase funding in support of the transformation of the CSCU system for
students like myself, which will help us reach degree completion so we can become equipped, qualified,
educated individuals that can make a positive contribution to our families, communities and the state.




