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DECISION AND DISMISSAL OF COMPLAINT 
 
 On May 13, 2015, Steven A. DeBow (the Complainant) filed a complaint with the 
Connecticut State Board of Labor Relations (the Labor Board) alleging that the Hartford 
Board of Education (the School Board) violated the Municipal Employee Relations Act 
(MERA or the Act) by violating a certain settlement agreement. 
 
 After the requisite preliminary steps had been taken, the matter came before the 
Labor Board for a hearing on February 3, 2016.  All parties appeared and were given full 
opportunity to present evidence, examine and cross-examine witnesses, and make 
argument.  The parties submitted post-hearing briefs on March 21, 2016.  Based on the 
entire record before us, we make the following findings of fact and conclusions of law 
and dismiss the complaint. 
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FINDINGS OF FACT 
 
1. The School Board is a municipal employer within the meaning of Section 7-
467(1) of the Act. 
 
2. Hartford Educational Support Personnel (the Union) is an employee organization 
within the meaning of Section 7-467(6) of the Act. 
 
3. At all times relevant hereto, the School Board and the Union were parties to a 
collective bargaining agreement. (Ex. 8). 
 
4. Prior to September 28, 2010, Complainant was employed by the School Board as 
a support technician. 
 
5. Based on Complainant’s belief that he witnessed a fully clothed School Board 
principal and vice principal hugging and kissing in a school hallway, on September 4, 
2010, Complainant sent an email from his School Board email address to a substantial 
number of School Board staff that stated, in relevant part: 
 
 I know times are different now for employees of HPS but I can’t keep a clear 
 mind when I see a principal having sex with a vice principal and keeping her on 
 the pay roll while laying off others.  [Name of principal] should be fired for doing 
 this. 
  
(Ex. 5). 
 
6. By letter (Ex. 7) to Complainant dated September 22, 2010, School Board 
associate labor relations specialist Hannah Mele-Andrews, stated, in relevant part: 
 
 As you are aware, recently an investigation was conducted regarding allegations 
 of your inappropriate and unprofessional conduct, including but not limited to 
 improper use of the Board’s email system.  Further, it is alleged that you were 
 dishonest during the investigation. 
 

This letter will serve as notice that a pre-disciplinary meeting to discuss the 
above-mentioned allegations has been scheduled for September 28, 2010 at 10:00 
a.m. . . . 

  
7. On September 28, 2010, Complainant and Union representative Marc Williams 
(Williams) attended a pre-disciplinary meeting with then1 School Board chief of human 
resources, Jill Cutler-Hodgman (Cutler-Hodgman).  At the conclusion of the meeting, 
Complainant and Cutler-Hodgman signed2 a Separation Agreement and General Release 
(the Separation Agreement) that states, in relevant part: 

                                                 
1 Cutler-Hodgman’s current title is Chief Labor and Legal Officer. 
 
2 Complainant signed the Separation Agreement and Exhibit A against Williams’ recommendation.   
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  NOW, THEREFORE, in consideration of the mutual promises and 
 covenants contained herein, the Board and Debow agree as follows: 
 
  1. [Complainant] will irrevocably resign effective December 31,  
   2010.  Upon execution of this Agreement [Complainant] will  
   deliver to the Board’s Chief Human Resources Officer a fully  
   executed irrevocable letter of  resignation in the form attached  
   hereto as Exhibit A. 
  . . . 
  
  4. Debow agrees to, and hereby does, release, remise and forever  
   discharge . . . [the School Board] . . . from any and all . . . claims  
   related to . . . the applicable collective bargaining agreement  
   between the [School Board] and his collective bargaining unit . . .  
  . . . 
   
  7. Debow understands that he may rescind this Agreement by   
   delivering written notice of rescission to the Chief Human   
   Resources Officer of the Hartford Board of Education within seven 
   days after he signs this Agreement. 
  . . .  
  
On that date, Complainant also signed a document entitled “EXHIBIT A” that states, in 
relevant part: 
 
  I hereby irrevocably resign from my employment with the Hartford Public 
  Schools, effective the end of business, December 31, 2010. 
   
(Ex. 8). 
 
8. By email to Cutler-Hodgman on October 2, 2010, Complainant stated: 
 
  Subject: Separation agreement 
 
  I cannot accept the terms in the separation agreement.  I will not resign. 
  
(Ex. 9). 
 
9. On October 4, 2010, Complainant, Williams, and Cutler-Hodgman met and 
Complainant indicated that he had changed his mind and wanted to proceed with the 
Separation Agreement. Cutler-Hodgman obtained a printout of Complainant’s October 2, 
2010 email to her and Complainant signed a handwritten statement on the printout that 
states, in relevant part: 
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 I rescind the above statement.  I will accept the separation agreement from 
 Sept 28 2010. 
 
Williams also signed the printout indicating that he witnessed Complainant’s signature. 
After signing the statement, Complainant told Cutler-Hodgman that he still wanted her to 
read any emails between the principal and vice principal he had seen kissing and hugging 
in the school hallway and Cutler-Hodgson indicated that she would. (Ex. 9). 
 
10. By email to Cutler-Hodgson on January 27, 2011, Complainant stated, in relevant 
part: 
 
 Did you complete the investigation on [the principal and vice-principal’s] emails 
 and text messages? . . .  
 
By email in response to Complainant that day, Cutler-Hodgman stated, in relevant part: 
 
 I did tell you that I would look at the emails and I have . . .    
 
(Ex. 10). 

 
CONCLUSIONS OF LAW 

 
1. A municipal employer’s failure to comply with a settlement agreement or a 
settlement in lieu of a grievance is a violation of the duty to bargain in good faith 
pursuant to the Act. 
 
2. The School Board complied with the September 28, 2010 Separation Agreement. 
 

DISCUSSION 
 

 Complainant contends the School Board violated the Act by breaking its promise 
to investigate his claim that two other School Board employees covertly engaged in an 
improper relationship and to reinstate him if evidence supporting his claims was found.  
Specifically, Complainant contends that Cutler-Hodgman told him that if he resigned 
pursuant to the terms of the proposed Separation Agreement, she would review emails 
and text messages exchanged by the principal and vice principal and if those 
communications supported Complainant’s allegations of a covert intimate relationship, 
Complainant would be reinstated to his former position. Complainant argues that since 
Cutler-Hodgman failed to review all the relevant communications,3 the Act was violated 
and remedial action is appropriate.    
 

                                                 
3  During the past several years Complainant has contended before a variety of forums that electronic 
communications between the principal and vice principal were intentionally either destroyed or withheld. 
We need not resolve these claims as the communications are not relevant to the case before us given our 
findings.  
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 The School Board contends that we are without jurisdiction because the 
Separation Agreement did not resolve a pending grievance, that Cutler-Hodgman did not 
enter into the verbal agreement Complainant alleges, that the School Board honored its 
representation that it would investigate Complainant’s allegations, and that the complaint 
should be dismissed as untimely. Since we agree with the School Board that it fully 
complied with the terms of the Separation Agreement, we dismiss the complaint. 
 
 Although MERA expressly prohibits failure to comply with a grievance 
settlement, we have long held that such conduct also violates the statutory obligation to 
bargain in good faith.  See Conn. Gen. Stat. §§ 7-470(a)(4),(6);4  State of Connecticut, 
Judicial Department, Decision No. 2428 (1985).  We have also long held that failure to 
abide by a settlement of a dispute made in lieu of a grievance amounts to a refusal to 
bargain in good faith and a violation of the Act.  City of New Britain, Decision No. 4600 
(2012); State of Connecticut, Department of Children and Families, Decision No. 4494 
(2011); City of Bridgeport, Decision No. 3996 (2004); Norwalk Board of Education, 
Decision No. 3352 (1995); State of Connecticut, Department of Children and Youth 
Services, Decision No. 1870 (1980).  We conclude on the basis of the record before us 
that when Complainant met with Cutler-Hodgman and Williams on September 28, 2010, 
each was aware that the collective bargaining agreement contained a procedure to resolve 
disputes concerning imposition of discipline, that a dispute concerning imposition of 
discipline upon Complainant was imminent, and that the Separation Agreement was in 
lieu of discipline and resort to such procedure. As such, we have jurisdiction and we turn 
to the issue of whether the School Board violated the Separation Agreement. 
 

When a party claims that there has been a refusal to comply with a settlement or 
arbitration award we will interpret the agreement to ascertain what it requires and then 
determine whether the respondent has compiled with those requirements.  State of 
Connecticut, Office of Policy and Management, Decision No. 4610 (2012); Town of 
Middlebury, Decision No. 4603 (2012); City of Bridgeport, Decision No. 4602 (2012); 
Town of Enfield, Decision No. 4461 (2010); City of Willimantic, Decision No. 1795 
(1979).  We use an objective standard and we do not consider whether the respondent 
acted in good faith or whether its interpretation of the agreement is a plausible one as 
valid defenses. Town of Wallingford, Decision No. 3807 (2001); Town of Stratford, 
Decision No. 3277 (1995); City of New Haven, Decision No. 3060 (1992); Town of 
Newington, Decision No. 2957 (1991); Weston Board of Education, Decision No. 2678 
(1988); Hartford Board of Education, Decision No. 2683 (1988).  Nor is it our function 
to relitigate or second guess the merits of grievance decisions.  Our role is limited to 
meeting our statutory responsibility to insure that the outcome is respected.  Connecticut 
Employees Union Independent (NP-2 Unit), Decision No. 3446 (1996); City of 
Waterbury, Decision No. 2195 (1983).  As such, our analysis “ ‘only looks to the 
                                                 
4 Conn. Gen. Stat. §§ 7-470(a)(4) and (6) state, in relevant part: 
 

(a)  Municipal employers ... are prohibited from: ... (4) refusing to bargain collectively in 
good faith with an employee organization which has been designated .. . as the exclusive 
representative of employees in an appropriate unit . . . (6) refusing to comply with a 
grievance settlement, or arbitration settlement, or a valid award or decision of an 
arbitration panel or arbitrator . . .  



 6 

language of the settlement’”.  Town of Enfield, supra at p. 11 (quoting City of 
Waterbury, Decision No. 3593 (1998)).  If we find there has not been compliance, we 
will find a violation of the Act. Town of Westbrook, Decision No. 4687 pp. 5-6 (2013); 
State of Connecticut, Department of Correction, Decision No. 4475 (2010).  
 
 Neither the September 28, 2010 Separation Agreement nor Complainant’s 
October 4, 2010 written statement makes any reference to a continuing School Board 
investigation or potential reinstatement of Complainant’s School Board employment.  
There is no claim before us that the School Board failed to comply with its express 
obligations under the Separation Agreement and had the School Board assumed 
additional obligations at the October 4th meeting, Complainant could have readily 
withheld his signature until these were memorialized in writing.  In short, while we find 
that Cutler-Hodgman stated that she would review certain employee emails, we find that 
she did so after Complainant signed a statement indicating his assent to the original terms 
of the Separation Agreement and as such we find no evidence of mutual intent to modify 
those terms.  Absent a meeting of the minds on the basic terms of an alleged settlement, 
we will not find a violation of the Act.  Hartford Board of Education, Decision No. 4775 
(2015); Town of East Granby, Decision No. 4400 (2009); Town of Westbrook, Decision 
No. 4200 (2006); Town of Berlin, Decision No. 3894 (2003). 
 
 In sum, we find that when Complainant agreed on October 4, 2010 to the terms of 
the September 28, 2010 Separation Agreement there was no mutual intent to modify 
those terms and that Complainant has not met his burden to establish a violation of the 
Act. Given our findings, we need not address the School Board’s other defenses. 
 

ORDER 
   
  By virtue of and pursuant to the power vested in the Connecticut State Board of 
Labor Relations by the Municipal Employee Relations Act, it is hereby 
 
 ORDERED that the complaint filed herein be, and the same hereby is, 
DISMISSED. 
 
  CONNECTICUT STATE BOARD OF LABOR RELATIONS 
 
     Patricia V. Low 
     Patricia V. Low 
     Chairman 
  
     Wendella Ault Battey 
     Wendella Ault Battey 
     Board Member 
 
     Barbara J. Collins 
     Barbara J. Collins 
     Board Member 
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CERTIFICATION 
  
I hereby certify that a copy of the foregoing was mailed postage prepaid this  
12th day of September, 2016 to the following: 
 
Melinda  Kaufmann, Attorney 
Pullman & Comley, LLC    RRR 
90 State House Square 
Hartford, CT  06103 
 
Jill Cutler Hodgman, Chief Labor and Legal Officer 
Hartford Board of Education    RRR 
Department of Human Resources 
960 Main Street 
Hartford, CT  06103 
 
Attorney J. William Gagne, Jr.   RRR 
1 Congress Street 
Hartford, CT  06114 
 
Steven A. DeBow 
1802 Broad Street, Unit B-4    RRR 
Hartford, CT  06114 
 
   ______________________________________ 
   Harry B. Elliott, Jr., General Counsel 
   CONNECTICUT STATE BOARD OF LABOR RELATIONS 
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