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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 president of SINA for nearly 20 years and who was 
one of the driving forces behind the revival of Hartford’s Southside neighborhood.  
The recipients are selected based on service to community, school, family, and 
academic achievement. The scholarship consists of three awards of $4,000 
($1,000 per year for 4 years) to Bulkeley High School seniors continuing their 
education at an accredited 4-year postsecondary program.

2015 Scholarship Recipients

Jordan Elijah Baez
“The Ivan Backer Scholarship has given me encourage-
ment to continue my secondary education and to not be 
afraid of any expenses.”
Jordan plans to attend Central Connecticut State  
University to pursue a career in business management.

Shakira Padilla
“Where many people think that community service 
is too demanding, I believe volunteering teaches  
compassion and understanding. Knowing that I am 
doing well for others and the community provides me 
with a sense of accomplishment and a passion for 
helping those in need.” 
Shakira plans to attend the University of Saint Joseph to  
pursue a career as a social worker. 

Lesly Otero
“Community service isn’t something I do as a hobby;  
it is a part of my life, something that I truly love doing  
every day that goes by.”
Lesly plans to attend the University of Connecticut to 
pursue a career as a child psychologist.



SINA Student Support Scholarship

The SINA Student Support Scholarship program was established in 2012.  
The purpose of the program is to provide much needed financial support  
to students who are attending Capital Community College (CCC). One to four  
scholarships in the combined amount of $2,000 per year will be awarded annually  
to students on a full or part time basis, whom reside in the 06106 or 06114  
zip codes, and who have completed at least one semester of study.

Ahmad G. Bahjat
When I look back at my younger self, I see a person 
who always wanted to participate in helping people 
in different kinds of ways, and when I look at my-
self now, I see a person who wants to help people  
through a medical field … I am choosing nursing  
because it touches people’s lives directly. This schol-
arship offered by SINA is one of the things that will 
help me to keep going in my education ... will help 
me do better with my classes and not to worry about 
financials as much as I do now.

Carmen Rodriguez
At the age of 19, I was a single teenage mother, a 
drop out with a disabled child. I lost my mother to 
cancer and my father to a massive heart attack.  
I am a cancer survivor and a caretaker to my  
brother who was diagnosed with Leukemia at the age 
of 21. I had many tragedies in my life that kept me  
from accomplishing my goals ... Please see in me,  
a woman that’s determined, a woman on a mission,  
hoping to reach my goals of becoming a registered 
nurse and to offer patients a caring and dignified 
nursing experience. 



John Gonzalez
I am a single father of a 13 year old daughter and  
a resident of the city of Hartford and I returned 
to school to improve my ways of making a  
living. As a young adult I made very inexperi-
enced decisions in my life, many of which stripped 
valuable time away from my daughter and family.  
These are precious moments I can never get 
back. When I decided to become a student  
I vowed that nothing would stop me from  
becoming a better man. A man fit for the position  
of a father to his child and a man known and  
respected in his community. … Our society can 
forgive and support the willingness of its members  
to succeed and make more of themselves, I am the 
model change of Hartford. 
John studied Insurance & Financial Services at CCC. 

Adi Vllasaliu 
Throughout my life, I have aspired to affect people 
in the manner of care and generosity. I still have that  
aspiration, but my vision has expanded. I have  
always imagined myself living in a third world  
country and helping the less fortunate ones receive 
better healthcare. … In the last few years I have  
realized that my passion for becoming a doctor 
 is a natural calling that I am destined to follow.  
Not long ago I understood that like  
helplessness, dependency often stems from 
a lack of opportunities. Throughout my life 
I have strived to achieve my goals solely  
on hard work and determination. … In order for 
me to embark on this incredible opportunity I am  
extremely reliant on grants and scholarships to see 
this experience come to fruition. 



Neighborhood Service Awards

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

All articles by Lenny Colon.

Judy Johnson
Stop in most any Friday afternoon at  
Emmanuel Lutheran Church on Hartford’s  
Capitol Avenue, in the neighborhood  
between Hungerford and Broad, and 
you’re likely to see girls and boys of all 
ages playing basketball in the church gym 
and having the time of their lives.

And perched at the front door will no 
doubt be Judy Johnson who at 74 years 
young, supervises the energetic goings-on 
inside like the beloved matriarch she is. 

Judy Johnson founded the popular “Friday Night Program” in the church 
gym more than 30 years ago. “We were collecting food in Hartford for 
a pantry, and some kids came over and had basketballs. I noticed their 
basketball court was a crate nailed to a telephone pole,” Johnson recalls. 
“I saw a need in the neighborhood for the children and one Friday I just 
said ‘let’s open the gym.’”

The Friday Night Program was born. At first operating between the hours 
of 6–9 p.m., the program is now regularly open from 3:30-9 p.m. every 
Friday, providing structured athletic programs in a safe environment for 
up to 50 youth each week.   



“My commitment to this program is many faceted,” says Johnson, who 
resides in Newington. “I grew up at Emanuel and the congregation was 
supportive during my childhood and helped my divorced mother as she 
raised four children. This is definitely a payback situation, but more  
importantly I love working with the children.”

Very early on, there were less than 10 children participating but the  
program grew quickly. Participants range in age from those in  
elementary and middle school to young adults in high school and  
beyond. “The kids are very respectful, and although there may be a  
disagreement at times, they monitor themselves,” says Johnson. 

Johnson, an avid basketball  
fan and follower of the  
UConn Huskies, has two 
grown children of her own 
as well as six grandchildren. 

Retired for the past 10 years, she had worked as an x-ray technician 
at Hartford Hospital and for Orthopedic Associates. In addition to  
the Friday Night Program, Judy has also been involved in the 
church’s establishment of a scholarship for high school and post-high  
school students.   

Once at the gym, there is no doubt that Johnson is in charge. She signs 
the children in at the desk, plays the role of peacemaker and discipli-
narian, and is the keeper of the phones. “Sometimes I have as many as  
15-20 phones,” she says. “I love it.”

Johnson is well aware of the potential dangers and temptations that the 
streets can pose for youngsters.

“I saw a need in the neighborhood for  
the children and one Friday I just said  

‘let’s open the gym’.”  
- Judy Johnson



“You always hear about gangs, drugs. That’s why this is so important,” 
says Johnson of the year-round program. “It is a safe place and my  
commitment is strong. There is a need here and Emanuel fills that need 
every Friday.

“If I opened every day they would be here.”

Over the years the Friday Night Program has tried incorporating  
activities other than basketball, but due to the complexity of the  
neighborhood, the program today is all about hoops.

The success of the Friday Night Program has spawned another  
thriving church program called SPROUT. SPROUT is on Saturday 
mornings during the school year and features a hot breakfast, games in 
the gym and a take-home bag lunch for the program’s 7-13 year-olds. 
About 20-30 children from the neighborhood attend.

Johnson’s commitment to the children goes beyond being supervisor  
every Friday. She also provides snacks on a regular basis and tends  
to most any given need out of her own generosity. “I stopped doing  
Gatorade, it was too much to control. But we have been told we have  
the best water in town,” she laughs.

Looking back over the years, Johnson has gained great personal  
satisfaction from the program’s success, and has built many meaningful  
relationships. “It is gratifying when young men who participated in 
the program as children come visit us with their children,” she smiles.  
“I think it’s mainly to see if I’m still here!” 



Mayra Lozada
Mayra Lozada had been thinking for some 
time of what she could do to keep her  
brother’s – and mother’s - memories alive. 
In 2012 her vision came to her. She had 
a meeting with then-Hartford Fire Chief  
Edward Casares, Jr., who embraced her 
idea and the Julio Lozada Scholarship 
Foundation became a reality.

The scholarship began with $6,000 in  
initial seed money from the Society of  

Latin American Firefighters.   Lozada incorporated the Julio Lozada 
Scholarship Foundation in 2013, as a long-lasting entity devoted to  
raising public awareness of the significant contribution that Julio’s 
tragic death made in addressing racial disparities in public safety in the  
City of Hartford.

Mayra’s brother Julio was only 12 years old when he was tragically 
killed in 1979. He and three friends were playing in an abandoned  
garage in Hartford’s Clay Hill neighborhood when the building  
suddenly collapsed. Lozada’s three friends escaped, but he did not.

Though Julio was ultimately found alive, language barriers between 
residents and first responders hindered and delayed the rescue effort and 
Julio later died. The tragedy contributed significantly to the City’s hiring 
of Spanish-speaking fire fighters. Casares was among those hired as a 
result of the effort.



The mission of the foundation, says Lozada, is to provide scholarships  
to “young Latino students in the city of Hartford to realize their goals.” 
The foundation not only honors her departed brother but also highlights 
the importance of diversity in public safety. 

Mayra Lozada has been tirelessly working since the foundation’s  
inception to raise funding through donations and fundraisers in order 
to provide as many scholarships as possible to assist Latinos going  
to college. 

A women of strong beliefs, 
Lozada recalls that when she 
first talked of starting the 
scholarship, there were those 
who said she was doing it for 

publicity. According to her, nothing could have been further from the 
truth, and “that started the fire within me.”

Lozada states that at first she was nervous in establishing the foundation  
“but now it is addictive.” While the scholarship primarily honors  
Julio, Lozada thinks of it as honoring the memory of her mother,  
Nilda Guzman, as well. Two scholarships were awarded in each of the 
foundation’s first two years, and in 2015 they are planning on awarding 
three scholarships. 

Mayra Lozada and the foundation have also adopted three schools where 
they provide incentives – bicycles – to students to promote positive  
behavior and perfect or close-to-perfect attendance. According to  
Lozada, the satisfaction she acquires from this is immeasurable.

“... It is my desire that the community not 
forget the significant impact  my brother’s 
passing  and my mother’s advocacy made 
to public safety in the City of Hartford.”  

- Mayra Lozada



“I cry at anything,” she says. “I gave a child a certificate and she 
gave me a big hug, they get so happy.”  She recalls a 12-year-old boy  
receiving a bicycle and crying. “It is so rewarding,” Lozada says.  
“I don’t need the recognition. I lost my only brother and I refuse to let 
his legacy die.”

Lozada has lived in the Hartford area for 40 years and after attending 
Hartford schools worked at Saint Francis Hospital and Medical Center 
and Pratt and Whitney while raising two girls and a boy.  

Her never-ending energy to continue to grow the foundation keeps her 
occupied on a daily basis.

“I am fortunate to be surrounded by a group of positive individuals who 
are supportive of the Julio Lozada Foundation’s vision of serving the 
Latino community through educational opportunities,” she says.

Lozada has received many accolades for her work. She was recently 
selected by the Latinos United for Professional Advancement (LUPA) as 
one of 2014’s 50 Most Influential Latinos in Connecticut.

As she looks to the future, Lozada would like to develop a program for 
younger children and support them through their college years. “The 
foundation has been guided by a higher power,” she says. “It is amazing 
how it has grown.“

Mayra is typically modest about her receiving SINA’s 2015  
Neighborhood Service Award. “I should not be getting this, I am  
honored, but it is my desire that the community not forget the  
significant impact  my brother’s passing  and my mother’s advocacy 
made to public safety in the City of Hartford.”



Iris Ruiz
Iris Ruiz has been at the forefront of  
advocating for battered women for 
more than 30 years. Ruiz displays her  
passion for promoting justice and  
protecting women and children on a  
daily basis as Assistant Director of  
Hartford’s Interval House.  

Founded in 1977, Interval House is  
dedicated to providing services to  
prevent and break the cycle of family  

and intimate partner abuse. The organization strives to reach all  
persons at risk and bring about social change. Among the many services  
Interval House provides are a 24-hour domestic violence hotline,  
emergency shelter, counseling and victim advocacy in the courtroom.

Ruiz has been with Interval House for 30 years. She was the first 
- and remains the only - Hispanic Assistant Director of a domestic  
violence agency in Connecticut. A former victim of domestic violence  
herself, Ruiz is responsible for managing Interval House’s hotline,  
shelter, and many other programs.

Though women and children are the most frequent victims of domestic 
violence, “there are cases where men have been victims, also,” she says.

In the late 1980s, Ruiz brought to life a Spanish-speaking support group 
for Latinas experiencing domestic violence, Comparte Mujer. 



Ruiz’ family came to Connecticut from Aguada, Puerto Rico in the late 
1960s. Ruiz feels very proud of her Puerto Rican roots. The family 
settled in Hartford’s Stowe Village where, along with her five siblings, 
Ruiz was raised by her single mom.   

“My mom was very instrumental in our upbringing, she made us keep 
our language,” says Ruiz. Though Germada Perez did not have many 
years of education, Ruiz recalls, she “learned to read and write from the 
Caminemos program,” in Hartford.

As a young mother herself,  
Ruiz faced many challenges. 
“I survived a 13-year battered  
relationship and then with 

some help from a local agency, the San Juan Center jobs program, 
 I was referred to Interval House and I’ve been there ever since.”

Regarding her own struggle with domestic violence, Ruiz “did not want 
my children to live in that environment.”  

The recent passing of her Mom has afforded Ruiz an opportunity to  
reflect on the importance of her mother in her life. “My mother told us to 
respect others and our elders and although there was a lot of love, when 
she spoke, we quivered,” she says candidly. “She was strict.” 

With two growing boys in the 1980s, Ruiz persevered and pursued her 
education. After many years, she graduated in 2007 with a Bachelor  
Degree in Human Services from Springfield College.

“I believe in saving lives, I do not do this 
for awards .... I do my work because  

I know I can make a difference.”  
- Iris Ruiz



Ruiz, who is also a member of the board of directors of Hartford’s  
Continuum of Care initiative to end homelessness, believes that  
focusing on children is critical to addressing domestic violence both 
short and long-term. “At Interval House we work with children because 
that is where you are going to break that cycle of violence,” she says.

Ruiz’ boys are grown men now, and she is gratified to see that they 
have applied her values in their lives. The youngest has been very  
supportive of Ruiz’ work while her oldest, who is married to a woman  
from India, recently assisted an earthquake-stricken family in India who 
had previously opened their doors to him.   

Ruiz’ compassion and hard work on behalf of others has not gone  
unnoticed. In May, 2014 she received the Latinas & Power Progreso 
Award as well as an official citation from the State of Connecticut  
General Assembly citing her advocacy efforts on behalf of victims of 
domestic violence.

When asked what keeps her going, Ruiz is clear. “I believe in saving 
lives,” she says. “I do not do this for awards – though I know my mother 
is proud of me. I do my work because I know I can make a difference.”

“I am grateful for all the people who have helped me along the way, 
especially Interval House.”

In the future Iris hopes to return to her beloved island of Puerto Rico,  
but having so many family members here in the U.S. makes it difficult. 
But one thing she will not stop doing is helping others. “I would still 
love to work with people and poverty and volunteer my time,” she says.   



Hartford Hospital
Institutional Award

Each year SINA gives out an Institutional Award that recognizes and honors 
an employee from one of our three institutions. This individual goes beyond  
the call of duty and . contributes significantly to the betterment of the  
Hartford neighborhoods.

Evelyn Lopez
“You have to appreciate what you have.”

These are the words of Evelyn Lopez, 
who has lived by this motto her entire life, 
always finding room to help others.

Lopez has worked for Hartford Hospital’s 
Women’s Ambulatory Health Services 
(WAHS), where being there for those who 
need a helping hand is the No. 1 goal.

Arriving in the United States from Honduras 18 years ago, Lopez  
spent two years in Miami before moving to the Hartford area in 1998.  
She was a witness to suffering, hunger and poverty in her country 
and when she came to Hartford, she saw a need to help the people in  
her community.  

Lopez says, “I was raised in Honduras. I did not suffer but it was tough 
growing up.” With this as her inspiration, Lopez has spent all of her time 
in the U.S. helping as a volunteer in many different areas. She has been 
a captain for March of Dimes’ “March for Babies” for the past three 
years, and has also served as a coordinator/contact person for the local  
United Way drive for the past two years.



Evelyn has also volunteered for the last 5 years for Telemundo  
Connecticut’s “La Feria de La Familia,” and last winter she  
volunteered to assist Hartford Hospital at the impromptu “Bring your 
son and daughter to workday.”

These are just some examples of Evelyn’s giving back, and her  
efforts have been noticed; two years ago she was presented an award  
by Mayor Pedro Segarra for her annual participation in the  
City of Hartford’s “Grandparents Day Event.”

As a medical administrative  
assistant at WAHS, Lopez’s 
main duty is identifying  
patients and families in need. 
“We are a bridge to differ-

ent programs,” she says. She reaches out to community organizations 
and individuals for donations of clothing, home furnishing items, baby 
goods and more through word of mouth, community events and health 
fairs, and she also coordinates delivery of the items to the recipients’ 
homes if necessary.

The need is constant, says Lopez. “There was a patient for some time 
that was coming in and I saw all she had was a sweater in very cold 
weather. I asked if she needed a coat, and we were able to get her two.”

Lopez stresses that she knows how tough it could be. ”When my car is 
bad I have to take the bus, and I know how difficult it could be in bad 
weather.” 

“You have to appreciate  
what you have.” 
 - Evelyn Lopez



During the Christmas holidays, Lopez’s WAHS team adopts families in 
need. “Instead of doing a grab bag, we collect money and buy toys for 
the kids, obtain food from the churches and get clothes donated, and 
we then distribute the items to needy families,” she says. “Last year we 
adopted more than 35 families.” 

While Lopez came to the United States to make a better life for her  
family, she has always stressed to her family members the importance  
of helping others along the way. 

Lopez and her husband Carlos have been married for 21 years and have 
three children: Carlos and Evelyn who are in college, and Yamileth who 
will soon be entering Capital Prep Magnet School. They all help out 
their mom in her charitable pursuits.

Lopez has a particular interest in helping meet the needs of youth,  
especially teens. Through the hospital she has been involved since 2002 
with a program called Nurturing Connections, a program that helps first-
time young parents continue their education. Most recently she has been 
instrumental in identifying and recruiting pre-teens and their moms for 
special “Girls Night Out“ events held at WAHS to promote dialogue 
between pre-teens and their moms. She also works to provide education 
and awareness about women’s reproductive health.

In the future Lopez looks forward to seeing all of her children graduate 
college, then retiring and enjoying life with her husband. “If you give, 
God will multiply it and as long as I can I will continue helping people.”  
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REACH is sponsored by SINA and its member institutions:  
Trinity College, Connecticut Children’s Medical Center,  

and Hartford Hospital

a

The REACH Committee’s mission is to develop,  
support and recognize individuals  

who positively contribute to the growth  
of the Hartford Community. 


