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NORWALK — Thursday was a big day for Aasim Vhora. 
In the afternoon, he was one of 12 students who graduated two years 
early from the Norwalk Early College Academy, a grade 9-14 school 
within Norwalk High that allows students to simultaneously earn a high 
school diploma and a free associate’s degree. 
 

Later in evening, he was handed an associate degree in software 
engineering at Norwalk Community College — becoming the second in 
his family to have earned a college degree in America. 
“It took determination and sacrifice, I’d have to say,” Vhora said. “These 
past four years, there hasn’t been a proper break because the college 
break and the high school break do not overlap.” 
The program was initially expected to take six years to complete and, 
Vhora said, shaving off two years so he could receive his associate 
degree before his high school diploma June 18, wasn’t easy for him nor 
for his fellow graduating classmates. 

 

Starting their junior year, they split their time between Norwalk High and NCC, having to eat their lunch on the bus ride to 
the community college. Taking college-level courses also meant cutting back on extracurricular activities and spending 
summers doing internships. For Vhora, that meant giving up marching band and varsity tennis, as well as limiting his time 
studying the Quran at the Al Madany Mosque in Norwalk. 
 

Despite these tough decisions, Vhora said he pressed on — thinking about how a unique education at NECA and a shot 
at landing a job with the academy’s corporate sponsor, IBM, would be the best way to show his family that the sacrifices 
they made in moving from India to America were well worth it.His family moved to Norwalk when he was 2. 
“Seeing how hard my parents worked when they first got here, it showed that if I could help them in any way, when I grow 
up when I’m their age, I need to be able to take care of myself,” Vhora said. “This program allows you to accelerate that 
process.” 
 

Vhora will work full time with IBM in the summer and then part time in the fall once he begins his studies in cybersecurity 
and business at the University of Connecticut. IBM pioneered the Pathways in Technology Early College High Schools (P-
Tech) educational model, which allows students to earn high school diplomas and their associate degrees in STEM 
(science, technology, engineering and math). 
 
NECA Director Karen Amaker said Vhora’s success story is an example of how the academy levels the playing field for 
students whose parents don’t have a college degree from America or are the first in their family to attend college — 
though some at Norwalk High have said NECA students gain an advantage over traditional-track students by being able 
to gain a full quality point toward their GPA from completing a semester-length college course as opposed to a full-year 
Advanced Placement class. This recent controversy came just days before NECA’s graduation Thursday, but did not dim 
Amaker’s pride for her students. 
 
“These are pretty brilliant students in terms of their intellect and ability, but also their motivation. They have the drive and 
determination to see this come to fruition,” Amaker said. “We had a lot of growing pains in the first couple of years and 
trying to figure out what’s best for students in terms of schedule, how to make it work with our partners, IBM and NCC. So 
It’s now come full circle and we’ve made it and they’ve made it, and all of them are off to a four-year college or university.” 
Amaker said the majority of NECA’s senior class will transfer to NCC in the fall to earn their associate degree while 18 
current juniors are anticipated to graduate from the academy next May. 
 
Founded in 2014 as the state’s first P-Tech model program, NECA currently has 314 students enrolled and admits up to 
100 students every year through lottery application without any academic screenings involved. Next year, the school will 
offer web development as a degree option, in addition to software and mobile programming. 
 
NCC President David Levinson called the first graduating class of NECA pioneers at Thursday’s celebration. 
“This has been a wonderful program with IBM, a pioneer in creating a partnership and curriculum which many other 
companies are utilizing with school districts and with community colleges around the state of Connecticut,” Levinson said. 
“So not only are you pioneers here, but you’re pioneers for the entire state of Connecticut, and I would say, the U.S. and 
the world.” 
 


