
 
 

Fairfield CARES Community Coalition Leadership Meeting 
Board of Education – Superintendent’s Conference Room 

In Person and via Zoom 
December 5, 2022 at 8:30 am 

 
Cathy Hazlett (in person, zoom), Phil Dwyer (in person), Annalise Caron, PhD (zoom), 
Jennifer Jacobson (zoom), Reini Knorr (in person, zoom), Cristin McCarthy Vahey (in 
person), Henry Yoon, MD (zoom), Paul Cavanna (zoom), Bernadette Coppola (zoom), Vicki 
Gustavson (zoom), Emily Melnick (zoom), Jacqueline Bush (zoom), Digna Marte (in 
person), Andrea Flynn (zoom)  
 
Call the Meeting to Order: Phil called the meeting to order at 8:30.  
 
Approval of Minutes:  The Chair, Phil Dwyer, approved the November Leadership minutes 
with unanimous consent. 
 
Program Director’s Report:  Cathy Hazlett spoke about the pilot mentoring program in 
January meeting.  Discussed the training of high school students who will mentor the 
Riverfield students in the program.  The program will start by working with the therapeutic 
learning cohort (TLC).     
 
Giving Tuesday Results:  Bernadette Coppola shared the results of Giving Tuesday with 
14 donors netting $1452.62 for Fairfield CARES. Members discussed differences this year 
in our approach (e.g., focus on social media vs. direct emails).   The social media posts and 
information gave a professional representation of Fairfield CARES but did not result in 
greater giving.  Sustainability committee will look at this ongoing, and reminders that we 
will have more opportunities for giving upcoming (e.g., Fairfield County Giving Day and end 
of year giving). 
 
2023 Student Survey BOE Vote Dec 13th:  Phil Dwyer opened this discussion and 
commented that we do not have votes at present to approve the survey.  In 2016, when 
BOE reviewed the survey, we got a unanimous vote to approve it.  In 2021, we got a 
unanimous vote on the survey.  
 
Digna Marta, Director of Diversion and Equity, joined the room.  Cathy introduced to 
Jacqueline Bush (mother of LGBTQIA+ student) as well as discussed, a number of steps she 
has taken in recent weeks: e.g., reached out to the Equity Coalition and Inclusive Fairfield, 



reached out to advisors of the LGBTQIA+ Alliance Club in the high schools, etc. Discussed 
hopes to get student comment at the 12/13/22 BOE meeting. 
 
Phil Dwyer identified that the concerns of the BOE discussed at the last meeting fell in 3 
categories:   

• questions if the survey follows in policy and practice with the board,  
• why do we need those questions in the survey, and  
• is it appropriate to ask middle school children these questions? 

 
Before opening discussion to the Leadership Committee and invited guests, Cathy Hazlett 
read an email from Nina Tanono updating changes that other towns have made to their 
surveys:  a) Greenwich removed the sexual orientation, trans, and suicide questions & sent 
to BOE, and Darien has been waiting for superintendent approval for months and will meet 
next week.   
 
Detailed conversation of the above 3 categories of concerns by the Leadership Committee 
members: 
 

• None of these questions are new and an important subgroup to capture. 
• Professional evaluators created the survey questions (not Fairfield CARES) 
• We have used these questions for years and been approved unanimously by BOE 
• Other towns use these questions. 
• Always an option to opt out of any questions, and parents can opt their children out 

of the survey.  The survey is anonymous. 
• The possibility of members of Leadership reaching out to individual board members 

to have discussions about their specific concerns. 
• The goal is to understand how drug and alcohol misuse is (or is not) different for 

this group, and how we can serve them, based on need. 
• Is it possible to change the questions on the survey and still get the information 

needed (e.g., using umbrella “LGBTQ+”, & not including transgender question)? 
• Discussed the fears and concerns of parents, while also discussing the fears and 

concerns of LGBTQ+ community. 
• Possible Middle school students’ concerns about being “outed” if they answer 

questions 
• Need to be respectful of LGBTQ+ community and tailor programs accordingly, which 

is why we need the data while balancing other concerns 
• Keeping a strengths perspective for the LGBTQ+ community, not a deficit model. 
• Need to be sure that this group of kids, as all kids, are seen and understood. 

 
Cristen McCarthy Vahey pointed out that Fairfield CARES was established due to survey 
data which identified the need for a prevention coalition, given substance use and risk 
behaviors identified in a survey of students.   
 
Jaqueline Bush spoke as a parent of an LGBTQ student.  She discussed the importance of the 
survey in terms of serving children that need help or are vulnerable.  With regard to the 



concern that they are too young to answer the survey, most have known for a long time.  
The biggest risk is between that space when they realize who they are and when they come 
out.  She noted that kids are concerned about being out at school, and for 7th graders, they 
might not answer that question.  She suggested “rolling them into 1 community”  given 
concerns about “othering them.”  She stated “it does not have to do with sex, but has to do 
with identity.”  She suggested considering eliminating the question “are you transgender?” 
 
Toward the end of the discussion, Dr. Yoon commented about the need to keep in mind:  
What is the purpose of these questions:  a) reconfirm that the LGBTQ community is at 
higher risk, b) and looking to trend data to draw meaningful conclusions, and c) move 
toward long-term utilization of the data to guide us. Remember that Recognizing this sub 
population is about risk reduction.  We’re not singling them out, but they may be at risk for 
other things.  Cristen Mcarthy-Vahey commented that we don’t know specifically know for 
our kids in Fairfield at this moment in time what their risk level is. We need to find this out.   
 
Next steps identified: 
 

• Cathy Hazlett stated that we revisit question 15, and run this by members of the 
LGBTQ community. We just need to do this in 2023, doesn’t have to be February for 
the grant. Emily Melnick commented that collecting data in the same months we 
have in the past is important from a consistency and comparative framework. 

• Andrea Flynn recommended getting input from the teacher that works with LGBTQ+ 
kids school group:  i.e., how do we word things so they feel comfortable responding? 

• Communicate with superintendent & have more conversations with BOE members  
• Cathy stated she will get a group together to consider adjusting the question(s) in a 

way that makes sense to possibly present on 12/13 as an amendment and vote on 
the revised language. 

 
Plans for Gift: Unclear if received.  F/u with Positive Directions to see if gift was received. 
 
Fairfield CARES Rack Card: Deferred to lack of time. 
 
Opioid Settlement Funds: Deferred due to lack of time. 
 
Committee Updates: Deferred due to lack of time. 
 
December Coalition Meeting Agenda:  Not discussed.  Lack of time. 
 
Discussion of Program Director’s Evaluation Measures (possible Executive Session): 
Phil said will be a public discussion.  Phil needs to talk to school district around that. 
 
Adjournment:  Phil Dwyer adjourned the meeting at 10:05. 
 
-Respectfully submitted, Annalise Caron (Secretary, Fairfield CARES) 
 


