
 

Electronic Meeting Pursuant to Public Act 22-2 Section 163-167. This meeting was conducted electronically. 

Charter Revision Commission Meeting Minutes  
 

Thursday, October 7th, 2021 

7:00 pm – 8:30 pm 
This meeting was conducted via Zoom. 

I. Call to Order – Meeting called to order by Chairman James Woulfe at 7:00pm 

 

II. Roll Call 

Name  Position  Attendance  

James Woulfe Chair Present 

Raul De Jesus, Jr Vice Chair Present 

John Gale Secretary Absent 

Alexander Aponte Commissioner Present 

Arunan Arulampalam Commissioner Present 

Steve Bonafonte Commissioner Absent 

Vicki Gallon-Clark Commissioner  Present 

Kamora Herrington Commissioner  Present 

Kenneth Kennedy Commissioner  Present 

Kathleen Kowalyshyn Commissioner  Absent 

Melvin Medina Commissioner Present 

Yadira Rivera Commissioner  Absent 

Bruce Rubenstein Commissioner Absent 

Eon R. Smith, Esq. Commissioner Present 

 

a) A quorum was not met at the start of the meeting. Chairman Woulfe remarked they will return 

to the approval of meeting minutes at the end of the meeting. 

i) Also Present: Steve Mednick, Bill Finch, Matthew S. Knickerbocker, Elizabeth Brown, 

Susan Glennon, Domingo Morel, David Grant, S. Carter. 

III. Public Comment 

a) Chairman Woulfe provided members of the public an opportunity to speak. No members of the 

public present provided comment. 

IV. Board of Education Panel Discussion 

a) Chairman Woulfe introduced the panelists and Atty. Mednick to the commission. 

b) Atty. Mednick remarked that the purpose of the panel is to provide the commissioners with 

knowledge on the scope and structures of Boards of Education in Connecticut. Atty. Mednick 

provided the background of each panelist and a brief description of the perspective they can 

provide. Mednick remarked that former Mayor Finch, of Bridgeport, was a strong advocate for 

the mayoral role in the school system. First Selectman Knickerbocker, of Bethel, provides the 

perspective of having the experience of being a board of education chair before becoming the 

chief elected officer of his town. Darnell Goldson has the experience of formerly serving on a 



 
fully appointed board of education. Elizabeth Brown, of Waterbury, is on a board of education 

where the mayor chairs the board. Susan Glennon, of Milford, brings the experience of being 

on a board of education where they are elected by district. Professor Domingo Morel brings 

experience in researching citizen participation, and how government structures can inhibit 

citizen engagement.  

c) Hon. Bill Finch – Former Mayor, Bridgeport. Finch remarked that as mayor he was extremely 

frustrated with the Bridgeport school system, and that the mayor did not have any role in the 

school system or board of education. He remarked that he was the first mayor to send their 

children to Bridgeport public schools. He remarked that he was a strong advocate for more 

accountability over the board of education. He also touched on the administrative redundancies 

with multiple government entities. He spoke about the inequities in education across the state 

and the budget restraints that many cities face. He spoke about his desire for the mayor to be 

held accountable to the residents for the quality of schools.  

d) Hon. Matthew S. Knickerbocker, MPA – First Selectman and former Member, Board of 

Education, Bethel. First Selectman Knickerbocker spoke about the Bethel Board of Education, 

which is composed of nine members elected at-large. He remarked that in his experience first 

selectman in other small communities are interested in being involved with the school system 

budget for political reasons. He remarked that he is hesitant for a chief elected official to have 

total control over the school system. He remarked that this may lead to chief elected official 

who is overly concerned with budgetary matters and less concerned about state mandates. He 

remarked on the benefit of coalition building in a system when the chief elected officer is 

separate from the board of education.   

e) Hon. Elizabeth Brown – Member, Board of Education, Waterbury. Elizabeth Brown spoke 

about her experience on the Waterbury Board of Education where the mayor serves as an ex 

officio member that votes in the event of a tie. She spoke about her experience with previous 

mayors who have provided challenges. She remarked that the system they have in place is 

working for Waterbury. All members of the board are elected to terms of four years. Only four 

members at a time are up for reelection. She spoke about the importance of having knowledge 

of the educational system and legal obligations as a board member or as a mayor on the board. 

She recommended that the commissioners consider the importance of a Board of Education 

having a strategic plan with outlined missions and goals. She says this provides a greater 

understanding of the budget and the data that is provided by the superintendent. She remarked 

that she does not support a mayor having full control over a board of education, and supports a 

firewall between the school system and the city.  

f) Hon. Susan Glennon – Chair, Board of Education, Milford. Susan Glennon spoke about the 

composition of the Board of Education in Milford. The board is composed of ten members, that 

are elected by aldermanic districts to a two-year term. The two candidates with the highest 

votes in each of the five districts are elected to the board. She remarked that with this structure, 

there is the possibility that all ten seats turn over to new board members, which she remarked 

can be challenging because of the learning curve involved for board members. She spoke about 

the importance of cohesiveness and coherence in guiding the school system. She remarked that 

in her experience the board members attempt to act in a non-partisan manner. The Board of 

Education hires the Superintendent to be the educational expert to run the educational system. 

She remarked that within their Board of Education Bylaws, they clarify the role of the 



 
superintendent and the role of the Board of Education in governance. She remarked that this 

prevents any confusion in chain of command, or the proper line of communication for solving a 

resident concern.   

g) Professor Domingo Morel – Global Urban Studies/Urban Systems, Rutgers University. 

Domingo Morel remarked on other cities in the ways they are engaging communities to 

increase the quality of schooling. He remarked that recent research shows that interventions 

such as a state takeover, or a mayoral takeover of boards of education, lead to decreasing 

engagement with the community. He remarked that the healthiest school system is one with 

more engagement between key stakeholders. He began speaking about interventions and board 

of education structures that can be implemented to emphasize community engagement, 

particularly if voter participation is low. He remarked that having elections on off-cycle years, 

leads to lower voter participation. He remarked that having district elections opposed to at-large 

elections leads to higher voter participation. He remarked that at-large elections typically lead 

to a greater proportion of voters from groups that are not historically marginalized. He 

remarked that district elections increase the likelihood of candidates from historically 

marginalized communities and increased voter participation from historically marginalized 

communities. He remarked that when there are attempts to de-politicize the board of education, 

the most organized group with the most resources are favored, such as a teachers union. Morel 

spoke about how partisanship, increases engagement because it helps the voter understand 

general stances on issues. He remarked that this may be different in Hartford where most of the 

voting population is likely to identify with the Democratic party. He shared those partisan 

elections are one of the most effective mechanisms for increasing participation and community 

engagement. On the topic of accountability, Morel remarked that there is a habit for individuals 

to want to place blame for a state of the school district on one person. He cautioned that this 

could be an ongoing cycle that could reoccur every few years. He recommended adopting a 

model where the whole community is accountable for the schools.  

h) Chairman Woulfe opened the panel to members of the commission to ask questions of the 

panelists. 

i) Commissioner De Jesus asked Professor Morel about specific mechanisms that can be put in 

place to promote community accountability and engagement. De Jesus asked for specific 

examples of cities that implemented these mechanisms. 

i) Morel said that having on-cycle elections and district elections are systems that can increase 

engagement and participation. He also remarked that promoting the role of community 

organizations in the process leads to increased community engagement. He remarked that 

the school systems that are typically considered the best, are elected school boards. He 

spoke about a city in New Jersey that was going to be taken over by the state because of the 

school quality. The city instead, increased participation of historically marginalized 

communities in the system, with the help of community partners. 

j) Commissioner Gallon-Clark applauded Mayor Finch for his decision to send his children to 

public schools. Gallon-Clark asked Finch to expand on his mentioning of Columbus, Ohio. 

i) Finch began by challenging several of the remarks of Professor Morel by pointing out 

different funding constraints between Connecticut cities and the ones mentioned by Morel. 

He remarked that many of the challenges to Connecticut cities comes from the state being 

split up into 169 school districts fighting for state resources. He remarked that Columbus, 



 
Ohio was used as an example because unlike Columbus, Ohio which has 100 square miles, 

Bridgeport, CT has approximately eighteen. He remarked that in the founding of the state, 

any area with a sizable congregation was deemed a municipality, which is not an effective 

way to create a state. He shared the story of when the Bridgeport school system was taken 

over by the state after a budget had not been agreed upon a week before classes were to 

begin. He spoke about other cities that have economies of scale to implement equitable 

reforms, but that is not the case for Connecticut. He cited these as reasons for the 

importance of having someone to hold accountable. He remarked on his belief that it is 

difficult to find a resident that is aware or knowledgeable about the what the school board is 

doing. He remarked that a lack of accountability leads to inter-generational failure.  

k) Commissioner Gallon-Clark asked Elizabeth Brown how the Waterbury Board of Education 

evolved to allow for agenda setting and a facilities study. 

i) Brown remarked that in recognizing the dysfunctionality of the Board, they brought in 

consultants to address their concern. She remarked that there was a small minority of 

individual board members who refused to participate. She remarked that it took a review of 

the bylaws and understanding what information the Board needed to make informed 

decisions. She cited the use of an outside facilitator to assist in understanding the issues 

they faced. She also remarked on the efforts to increase community engagement through 

parent liaisons, and the governance structure of each school. 

l) Commissioner Gallon-Clark asked Domingo Morel to expand on the concept of accountability. 

i) Morel remarked that when a school system is struggling or has the label of, ‘struggling,’ 

there is a tendency to hold one individual accountable who can receive the blame or be 

asked to fix the district. He remarked that if a school district has been struggling for 

generations, one individual will be unable to solve all the issues that exist. He recommends 

that a school district build a system of community engagement that addresses systemic 

issues. If all accountability is placed on one person, and they are unable to solve the issues 

in two years, they are replaced with another individual. He remarked that he believes there 

should be accountability of elected officials and the superintendent, but he believes it 

should be shared with the community. 

m) Commissioner Smith spoke to Mayor Finch saying that he is opposed to a strong mayor form of 

government but shares Finch’s support for education. He remarked that if every elected official 

shared Mr. Finch’s passion for education and equity, he would support a strong mayor form of 

government, but believes that is not always the case. Smith asked Elizabeth Brown to elaborate 

on the minority representation of their board of education which is elected entirely at-large. 

Smith asked Susan Glennon about minority representation on the Milford Board of Education 

where individuals are elected in districts. Commissioner Smith spoke about Domingo Morel’s 

concept of, “descriptive representation,” and the benefits it can have on children in school.   

i) Brown remarked that of the ten members on the board, three are women of color and the 

remainder are white.    

ii) Glennon remarked that there are currently no people of color elected to the Board of 

Education. She remarked that there have been several people of color who have 

unsuccessfully run in the past. 

iii) Morel remarked that the literature supports the idea that if you increase the number of 

Board of Education members who are from historically marginalized communities, you will 



 
also see an increase in teachers, and superintendents from those same groups. This leads to 

an increase in engagement from families that are of similar backgrounds. This increased 

engagement is seen to coincide with decreases in suspension rates. 

n) Commissioner Herrington asked Mayor Finch to expand on his idea of a board of education 

appointed fully by the mayor. 

i) Finch remarked that he campaigned on the concept that if he is unable to enact change, the 

electorate can vote him out of office. The move to a mayoral controlled board was 

ultimately not supported by the charter revision process in Bridgeport while he was mayor. 

He remarked that there was poor voter turnout for the Board of Education, so increasing 

mayoral accountability increases the ability to make meaningful change. He remarked that 

the ‘brain drain’ of Connecticut cities creates challenges in finding talent to run and sit on 

these boards. 

o) Commissioner Medina asked Elizabeth Brown to expand on the mandate by the state to create a 

strategic plan and how it differed from what Waterbury implemented. 

i) Brown remarked that the strategic plan they created was for districtwide issues. This 

included districtwide hiring practices and initiatives to increase minority representations. 

She remarked that having an outside organization conduct an audit was extremely 

beneficial in recognizing existing issues, to plan to correct them. She remarked that the 

strategic plan they created and follow goes beyond what is required by the state. 

ii) Medina asked if she believed that a strategic plan is something that should be written into a 

city charter or if is something that should be left to Board of Education bylaws. 

iii) Brown remarked that the need for a strategic plan is currently written into their bylaws, to 

set action items in order to hold people accountable if they are not met. 

p) Commissioner Medina asked Domingo Morel to speak about ways to increase community 

engagement in cities where there may be additional challenges in a household that limit 

participation, such as transportation, jobs, etc. 

i) Morel remarked that one way to address some of these challenges is to strengthen the 

connections community members have with the teachers. He remarked that the research 

shows that those who have more education and more economic resources are more likely to 

participate in the process, but community organizations help by increasing participation of 

individuals that historically do not. He spoke about the importance of connecting 

community organizations to the school system. He spoke about systems that have robust 

deliberative process which lead to increased engagement from the community.  

q) Atty. Mednick asked Elizabeth Brown if she would want to add provisions to her city charter 

that would require future Board of Education members to mandate some of the practices they 

have been working on, including trainings and strategic plans. He remarked that he feels there 

are certain avenues for being more descriptive of practices that can be adopted into a charter. 

i) Brown remarked that she believes that it may be more applicable to a Board of Education 

bylaws. She remarked that providing a mandate in concept could be helpful. 

r) Mayor Finch spoke about his belief of the efficiencies and economies of scale that can be 

achieved in combining certain city departments with school departments such as public works, 

and the library.  

s) Commissioner Gallon-Clark asked the panelist if they have any suggested practices to bring a 

Board of Education closer to the city council. 



 
i) Matthew Knickerbocker spoke about his agreement with Professor Morel that political 

parties can galvanize the public and increase community participation. He spoke about the 

creation of a non-partisan educational foundation which increased community participation. 

t) Domingo Morel spoke about the importance of community engagement at the Board of 

Education level as a tool for cities to advocate for more state resources to address inequities.   

V. Approval of Minutes from September the 28th, 2021 meeting. 

a) With a quorum present, Chairman Woulfe entertained a motion and discussion on the approval 

the meeting minutes. 

b) Commissioner Kennedy made a motion to approve the meeting minutes and it was seconded by 

Commissioner Medina. 

c) Motioned passed unanimously. 

VI. Adjourned at 8:59pm1 

 

 
1 This meeting was recorded and published by Hartford Public Access Television. A digital recording of the 

meeting can be found at the following link- https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pdUFjnhIeYA 


