
                                               WEST HAVEN BOARD OF EDUCATION       
                                                    Special Education Committee Meeting 
                                                                     March 20, 2006 
 
The Meeting of the Board of Education was held at the Blake Building, 25 Ogden Street, 
West Haven. The meeting was called to order by Chairman George Monahan at 6:00 p.m.   
The meeting opened with a pledge to the flag. 
 
COMMITTEE MEMBES PRESENT:      Chairman George Monahan 
                Gerald Calabritto 
                                                                      Eric Murillo 
                Krista Pickering 
       
 
BOARD MEMBERS PRESENT:                     Howard Horvath - 6:35 PM   
                                                                             Robert Guthrie 
                                                                             Raymond Collins 
                                                                             Toni Paine  
 
BOARD MEMBER ABSENT:                         Mark Palmieri 
 
ADMINISTRATORS PRESENT:                   Superintendent Neil Cavallaro 
                                                                          
 
George Monahan: I would like to thank everyone, first of all it should be held early on 
in the school year. Gary and I had a conversation on the phone; we look forward to 
having two or three more before the year is out. Just so everyone is on the same page. Mr. 
Cavallaro had made a comment at the last board meeting, kind of like a heads up for the 
board. That there were some financial issues that would impact Special Ed although they 
were short term and would be resolved before the end of the school year. He wanted to 
have them addressed to the committee and the board as a whole. As well as the finance 
Committee will be making some discussions along those lines as well. The meeting is not 
just to talk about that, and I want to thank you Gary for being here. I would just like the 
board members brought up to date, kind of state of the department. I think that Mr. 
Cavallaro wants to start off.  
 
Neil Cavallaro: we got some good news today, which I know tour going to share with 
the committee. One of the things I am very pleased at with Kathy, Tom and Gary are the 
last three or four years we have come such a long way. That is good news for all of us, as 
a board and as a community. Why don’t you start as to where we are?  
 
Gary Palermo: Thank you for having us tonight, and thank you to my assistants Kathy 
and Tom who are here. The past four years the department has been pursuing what we 
call in the department local capacity, ability programs in district. Historically students 
who had special needs were placed in restricted settings. There is something called the 
less-restricted environment. It means placing all students in the less –restricted 
environment. Which would be a regular class at your home school. So, if you lived right 
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across the street from Pagels, and you wee a first grader you would attend first grade at 
Pagels and we would bring services to you. Over the past four years, we have increased 
the home school attendance, brought support to the classroom. So that Special Education 
is no longer looked as a place, we look at it as a service. So when we talk about Special 
Education p in the office. We talk about it as Specialized Instruction, Speech and 
Language Theory, Social Work, Counseling and so on. The department has grown and 
revolved since the three of us have been together. 
 
Neil Cavallaro: I think what we have done also is try and change the mindset of the 
regular education teaches. Which is probably the most difficult part. Special Ed teachers 
because it is there field are very willing to go along But we are trying to do more with the 
Regular Ed teachers, as far as bringing in training, and bringing them up to speed on 
things like inclusion. How to teach to different levels in your classroom. 
 
Gary Palermo: Absolutely, That is exactly what we are trying to do. We are trying to in 
collar the Regular Ed Teachers to feel like the experts they are.  The regular Education 
Teachers know how to differentiate instruction, meaning they have kids at all different 
levels. We just supported them saying you been doing this along time and try not to look 
at it as the child is a special ed child but as a West Haven child that is in your classroom 
that gets some help. So as Superintendent Cavallaro said it is changing the culture of the 
school system is probably going to be our biggest challenge and will probably carry on 
into the future. We have also had a collaborative program with ACES. Which we talked a 
lot about when we brought back some intellectually disabled students. These kids 
historical were called mentally retarded students. They are student s that required a lot of 
assistants. I think it has been a success. Actually our office was contacted by an 
organization from the Netherlands who through another special education department in 
Connecticut said we had a model. Who will actually e touring Connecticut and they will 
come visit our program this week at the High School. I think there has been a lot of 
positive change. I would be remiss if I did not talk to you about. The challenging students 
that we have in our schools in West Haven. Our goal is always research strict 
environment. So regular class, home school, but we do have some self-contained 
classrooms in the district, which are smaller. Classrooms with teachers and 
paraprofessionals to meet the children’s individual needs. We have over thirty kids in the 
system that we are responsible for with Autism. Some have language-processing 
difficulties; some of the children are very aggressive, we have children with behavior 
needs. That can become aggressive in school. We have older children that unfortunately 
deal with depression, deal with all the traumas that adults deal with. We are seeing now 
with younger and younger students. So I think with the programs we have developed in 
the district there is always going to be a small catch of students that require specialized 
programs. That’s what we talked about, private specialized programs, what they are 
really for. They are for the most challenging student. The kids that need us to provide that  
 



                                               WEST HAVEN BOARD OF EDUCATION       
                                                    Special Education Committee Meeting 
                                                                     March 20, 2006 
 
safety. That can happen from a student with medical needs to one that needs specialized 
equipment to eat or breathe, or are in diaper at age three to a 21 year old, who may be 
having problems with depression and talking of suicide, then we are looking for a 
hospital placement. The Pupil Service Department is vase we deal with so many types of 
issues on a daily bases. Always in the back of our minds keeping an eye on providing 
education for kids in West Haven. That’s our goal to keep them close to home, develop 
friendships. Parents most of the time do not want them on a bus, especially for any length 
of time. It’s important that Special Ed Students are surrounded by typical peers. It is 
important for many reasons. You said to keep it brief, so I will transition into the Special 
Education Tuition account. If we look at ten years ago until now, one of the few accounts 
that was more then it is today. It was over six million dollars ten years ago. There is a lot 
of reasons, the culture of the education has changed, the goal of all districts is to teach 
children in there home schools. West Haven has taken pride in doing that. The Special 
Education account is often we talked about it as a Special Education Tuition account, and 
Neil and I do talk everyday about certain issues. But in actuality out of this tuition 
account there is also students who go to Sound School and Lyme Hall, which is in excess 
of three hundred thousand dollars, there is children who are placed by the Department of 
Children and Family Services. That go right by our process and are placed out. That we 
are fiscally responsible for if they are West Haven residents. Unfortunately numerous 
students placed in hospitalizations. We have students that are in treatment center, whether 
it be mental health or substance abuse programs. Last year at this time, I believe we had 
two kids in treatment. This year we have 4. Next month we could have no student. There 
is a lot of change. 
 
Neil Cavallaro: An example a family moves from Milford to West Haven. The child has 
never been in our school system. Bu if the family moves to West Haven we assume that 
tuition. 
 
Gary Palermo: Just to give you something to grasp, the numbers are close. But if we had 
for example 140 tuition students. At this point 46 of those students were students that 
went out of district or tuition based programs. Through what I just listed. The remaining 
students would be students that either the district placed out in specialized programs 
where we were part of the process. So it is a balancing act. About three weeks ago, when 
we ran the account ff. We had some concerns. This year we placed students out of 
district, tuition rates are rising. We have had some level of concern all year. At the 
beginning of this month we looked like we were going to be in a deficit of 90 thousand 
dollar’s tuition. But I ran the numbers this morning. It is an account that has some 
flexibility, because people move out or say three foster children move in. So I could have 
been saying tonight that the 90 thousand dollar deficit could have been more. This 
morning numbers are down to a 40 thousand dollar deficit. A 16 thousand dollar surplus 
in transportation and Garth and I are expecting 15 to 16 dollars in revenue. From tow 
students who happen to be in our schools. So, today I can say to you I feel much better  



                                               WEST HAVEN BOARD OF EDUCATION       
                                                    Special Education Committee Meeting 
                                                                     March 20, 2006 
 
about the account. But at given any moment we could be faced with a child with a serious 
disability. Then we need to make the decision to place them out. We seat in on all the 
meetings, we exhaust all opinions. Magnet school students. The Regular Ed Magnet 
School Programs, the kids can apply; most of them go to New Haven. If they are 
accepted, with or without a disability. There is not a week that goes by that myself, Kathy 
or Tom are not in the new Haven Schools; we send staff to evaluate them. Se if they 
require Special Education services with the New Haven Team. Decide what they need in 
that program and then we are billed. The process is fair, they except all students. So I’m 
not setting here today and saying I’m an advocate for all magnet Schools, I think they are 
great. But I think our system is also great. It’s not a special system, Sound School and 
Lyman hall are unique, one offers agriculture and one offers aquaculture.   So those 
students pay tuition. We have seen an increase in students going out of district in Magnet 
program with disabilities. Number one and number two is that the bills have increased. 
For a Special Education student to go to Sound School it cost 16 thousand dollars a year.  
Per student and we have four students there right now. 
 
Krista Pickering: We pay them 16 thousand? 
 
Gary Palermo: we do up front. yes, we pay out of the tuition account and any 
reimbursement go to the city not back to Special Ed. 
 
Toni Paine: we get no reimbursement from the State? 
 
Garth Sawyer: well they get to claim them.  
 
George Monahan: I know prior to Superintendent Tortora’s departure. He had made a 
comment about studying New Haven cost and do a comparison with other districts. We 
know what it cost us to supply these services and if we can compare it to other areas and 
if their chargers are way out of line, we might be able to challenge them. Say, look we 
have done a study; explain why your chargers are so out of line with other districts. If no 
one ever asks they will continue to charge those fees. 
 
Gary Palermo; Garth and I have talked about that, but I think New Haven has so many 
kids coming into their programs. My assumption is they are billing out the surrounding 
areas at the same rate.  Other districts are looking at others ways to service back in there 
own districts. To reduce cost. You want the kids to be educated where they go to school. 
In district if we had a child move in to our district with special needs, we probably could 
handle in house. 
 
George Monahan: I know we have another committee meeting after this one. What is 
the Special Ed population right now? 
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Gary Palermo: 750 to 800 
 
George Monahan; on the subject of Special Ed needs. The student can be evaluated  
By someone in the building. All the appropriate actions are taken, an application is filled 
out. Parents can also request.  
 
Neil Cavallaro: every school has an early intervention team. That team will meet with 
the teacher and talks about where the child is struggling. They will try a few strategies 
and if they don’t work they go to a planning and placement team. Which consist of 
principal, classroom teacher, Special Ed teacher, social worker, nurse, and the parents. 
We go out of our way to let the parent know they have a say in this. We need to know 
what your concerns are and we will share our concerns. At that initial meeting, the 
possibility of testing may come up. If the team feels testing should take place. The parent 
is given notice, they have five days to accept or reject the plan from the team. Once they 
except we have 45 days to complete the testing. Based on the results, we go back to a 
PPT and an individual plan is developed. That’s a contract. That’s what that child is 
entitled to.  
 
George Monahan: you mentioned you have a fair number of children with Autism, I 
know very recently medical revelations; say there is a direct link to inoculations. They 
contain mercury. That the mercury in the shots is a direct in effect a link to Autism. Has 
anyone in the department read those studies? 
 
Gary Palermo: We read the literature all the time. There are two very different views on 
this, the medical community has taken a strong stance on there is no link. There are other 
groups feel there is a connection. Most pediatric groups have been mercury free for along 
time and the Autism rates continued to rise. That is an area of great debate nation wide. 
 
Neil Cavallaro: explain the spectrum of Autism 
 
Gary Palermo: we have students that become highly aggressive, those are the student’s, 
we have to decided f the public school is the best for them. Often we have time out. The 
spectrum is huge; we can deal with most kids in our district. 
 
Gerald Calabritto: in as much as we see tuition, change today it could be ok, tomorrow 
it may be larger. What I ask you stay in touch with Garth and Neil and keep an eye on it. 
Because today your numbers are better then yesterday, tomorrow they could be worse. So 
we need to know, if we need to cushion. I ask that you stay on top of it.  So we can keep a 
handle on it. 
 
Krista Pickering: there approximately 700 students 
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Gary Palermo: greater then 
 
Krista Pickering: How many are out placed. 
 
Gary Palermo: about 80 
 
Krista Pickering: so we have more in district 
 
Gary Palermo: absolutely, 80 out placed, there are other kids in the Magnet Schools.  
Some students go out very young and stay out until age 21, if there birthday falls in the 
summer we are responsible until they are 22. So about 600 are in district about 140 are 
out. 
 
Krista Pickering: can we mandate that a child come back, if we get a program? 
 
Neil Cavallaro: when we placed that child out, we came to the conclusion that was the 
best thing to do. So now you have try and convince someone that we developed a brand 
new program which is untried and unproven. We want your child to come back. 
 
Gary Palermo: we can take a strong stance. Parents have legal rights. They can go due 
process. We try to build relationships so we can convince that are program is best. Yes, 
you can make them. Very few have gone to due process. We have taken strong stance on 
what we thought was best for a child 
 
George Monahan: very recently the law on Special Education law changed. The burden 
of proof, use to be very one sided. Now it has balanced it out. If a mediation team decides 
on the side of the district. The parents can appeal. If appealed you resort back to the 
original situation until the out come of the appeal. The district is still responsible. There 
have been cases where parents just keep on appealing and have got there services threw 
the normal school program. You really don’t want to go to a legal situation. The 
au=alternative can be very expensive. 
 
Gary Palermo: I have always gone to Neil and he has always said do what is best for the 
child. 
 
Mark Palmieri: How often do you find yourself in a deficit? 
 
Gary Palermo: I have been the head of the department for four years. We have never 
ended the year in deficit. I just have a high level of concern this year. Since there are so 
many other programs, children placed by the state. It’s a challenge. Kids moving in to 
West Haven at all times of the year.  
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Toni Paine: the correlation between the mercury and the Autism. or is it we are better 
trained and that is why the numbers have gone up. 
 
Gary Palermo: I would love to spend time with you, but 
 
Toni Paine: no 
 
Gary Palermo: those of us in his room, not just myself with grandchildren face those 
same issues. You can believe intellectually, but when you are put in that spot. All 
different. 
 
George Monahan: I agree the jury is still out. I did not bring it up to take one side or 
another. The intent was we are in the education business. If this information is out there. 
Do we make an effort to flow it down to early intervention, pre-school? When they will 
be getting there shots, and do we nee to educate the parents that this is an issue they have 
to come to there own conclusion on. If Education possibly can improve that process and I 
agree with you Mrs. Paine that if there is a link and we minimize the numbers. Maybe we 
are picking it up early. 
 
Gary Palermo: Last Thursday night we held a workshop for parents on transition from 
High School to adult life, we will do another one in May. On ADH in children. It is 
completely funded by the Connecticut Parents Advocacy Center.  
 
George Monahan: any other questions? We thank you for coming. 
 
Chairman Monahan asked for a MOTION to adjourn 
MOTION was made by Gerald Calabritto, and SECONDED by Krista Pickering 
 
Meeting Adjourned at 6:40 P.M. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
Rose McDonnell 
Board Clerk 
 
 
 


