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Board of Education: 1979 - 2000

Board President: 1986-1989, and 1995

TV: I thought we’d start with you saying how you came onto the Board of Education.

Mrs. Dolan: I came onto the Board in December of 1979 after Don Overlander, who had served on the Board of Education, was elected to [Portage] City Council. He could not serve on both boards, so he resigned from the Board of Education and they had an appointment process and I was the successful candidate and appointed to a six month term and then had to run for election in 1980.
TV: Those were big shoes to fill.

Mrs. Dolan: Yes they were. 

TV: Do you want to mention your experience up to that time.
Mrs. Dolan: I was involved in a number of community activities and was also involved in the schools through my children. One thing that had gotten me very interested in the schools was the negotiation process with the Portage Education Association in 1978. The process had broken down, and there were a number of us that were concerned about what was going to happen with our students. When they settled the contract and things got back to normal, there was a group of mothers – many of us where stay-at-home-moms at the time – and we started meeting with [Board President] Gayl Werme and George Conti to talk about things that were going on in the schools and how we could help. It was from that group that I was encouraged to seek the appointment to the School Board, so I did.

TV: And you ended up running on your own and won several times, for a total of 21 years. That’s a long tenure. 

Mrs. Dolan: Yes it is, but I really enjoyed it, really, almost every minute of it.

TV: To place your service on the Board in historical context to the superintendents at the time, that was when Dr. Conti was superintendent.

Mrs. Dolan: Yes.

TV: And you were on the Board when Dr. Conti retired, so that had to be a significant event when Dr. Conti retired and the Board hired Jim Rikkers.
Mrs. Dolan: Yes it was. I was on the Board search committee, along with the other officers of the Board, and it was a difficult decision. There were several good candidates that we had at that time, but we eventually did chose Jim Rikkers and I certainly don’t regret that decision.

TV: This District has enjoyed a lot of continuity over the years with its superintendents and board presidents.

Mrs. Dolan: Yes, and one of the unique things when Jim Rikkers came was that he served as superintendent-elect for a year and got to know the District while George Conti was still there as superintendent so the transition was made a little less difficult. Of course, everyone has their own style of leadership and that came into play when Dr. Conti left and Mr. Rikkers took over. I was the new Board president that year and so, everybody was having to find their way and after the first year things went really quite smoothly.

TV: Do you want to speak about the role of a Board member and how a Board functions?

Mrs. Dolan: My feeling, personally, as to what a board member should be, is someone who represents the community. You have to set aside your own thoughts, your own prejudices, and really go out and seek the opinion of a variety of people in the community and that’s one thing that I feel very good about. I was a stay-at-home-mom and did not have a job to go to, so I was able to attend PTO meetings in all the [school] buildings. I was able to get to know a variety of people and to understand what it was that they wanted for their kids and out of the schools, and convey that to the rest of the other Board members. And I realize that, in these days that’s unusual to have stay-at-home-moms. That was one thing I was able to do I felt that was one of my best contributions to the Board was knowing the variety of people I did from across the District. 
TV: Boards obviously have a defined structure. I should comment, for the record, that you have expertise in parliamentary procedures.

Mrs. Dolan: Well, you have to have some order to meetings. There are definite rules and regulations that you need to follow. My interest in parliamentary procedures dates back to the time I started on the Board, actually even before that. So, when there were questions of parliamentary procedures, I was pretty much able to answer them. But, this Board certainly does know how to run a meeting and we’ve never really had a problem. 
TV: This oral history project won’t be including collateral groups like the Portage Education Foundation, but since you on the Board when the PEF was created and served as board liaison, this would be a nice way to work it in.

Mrs. Dolan: Well, I’m still serving on the Portage Education Foundation, but not as Board Liaison. The Portage Education Foundation was formed in 1990, the year after I relinquished the presidency of the Board and I was asked, I think, partly because of the relationship I had with people in various schools, to serve as the liaison to that board and I served in that capacity until my retirement from the Board [of Education] in 2000. At that time I was elected a trustee [of the PEF] with no strings attached, I guess you could say. 

TV: The PEF is unique, as a District organization, because it was chartered by the Board.

Mrs. Dolan: Yes, it was determined by the Board that this was something that could assist the schools in finding funding for various projects that are very worthwhile, but that aren’t necessarily ones that come to the surface when you’re using somewhat limited funding.  There was a gift from Dr. [      ] Pipe, who felt very strongly that computer technology needed to be in the schools and gave a very generous gift to be used for a computer lab at Central Middle School. So that was sort of the impetuous for forming the Education Foundation and then it was advertised and others started donating and we’ve been able to do a number of things since then. 

TV: And the 15th anniversary is coming up.

Mrs. Dolan: Yes.

TV: In 1990, this was pretty early in the school foundation area. Most school districts didn’t have foundations. 

Mrs. Dolan: Right. There were not a lot of foundations at that time, so we had to sort of feel our way along for a while. Had a few bumps along the way – weathered the speed bumps – but we’re alive and well today.
TV: Over a 21 year period, you dealt with numerous issues. What were the highlights that stand out defining your years on the Board? Initiatives or dealing with situations?
Mrs. Dolan: Well, when I first went on the Board, 1979-1980, we were dealing with declining enrollment and closing of buildings. The Board had, prior to my coming on, determined that two buildings would be closed. I believe they were Pershing and Romana Lane [elementary schools]. Then one of the first things that I was involved with on the Board was the decision to close Milham and Lexington Green [elementary schools] and those were not easy decisions to make. Later, we dealt with growing enrollment, and whether to build a new building or add on. We first added on at Amberly and Lake Center [elementaries] and eventually there was sufficient growth on the West side of the District that Moorsbridge was built. All of these are tough decisions to make. Redistricting, or changing boundaries for elementary, middle and high schools – none of that is easy because people develop loyalties to their school and rightfully so; you want people to feel good about their building, and when they have to change, that’s not easy.
TV: Closing a school takes a lot of community relations work. 

Mrs. Dolan: One fun thing that I fondly remember after the decision was made to close Lexington Green. They had their school carnival in very early Spring, in March, and they asked two of the school board officers, myself included, to man the dunk tank so they could take out their frustrations on us and that was fine. It was fun.
TV: Is it easy to notice trends, those trends you were dealing with over two decades. Education trends that were happening state and nationwide that you were dealing with here?
Mrs. Dolan: There were a number of changes in curriculum. We, of course, got whole new series of reading material and that curriculum changed significantly during my time on the Board. The math curriculum changed. We added International Bachauleate options. I think, overall, what I’ve noticed is that the curriculum has become stronger and you can go much further now than when I first was on the Board. The addition of the Math & Science Center countywide and the Education for Employment program and Education for the Arts; all of these have helped students to grow in their own way. They’re all not locked-stepped into one curriculum. 

TV: The overall reputation has always been high, but can you address this during your terms on the Board. 
Mrs. Dolan: Yes, we were very cognizant of the fact that we were recognized as being one of the best places to be in Southwest Michigan. And we wanted to maintain that. Certainly, other surrounding districts have increased their curriculum offerings as well and that the whole education system in Southwest Michigan has improved over the years.

TV: You’ve discussed challenges. Are there dynamics involved with serving on the Board. Rewarding and difficult times.
Mrs. Dolan: Once in a while you get frustrated. When, for instance, someone calls you up after a Board meeting -- 11 or 12 o’clock at night -- because they’re frustrated and you’re trying to unwind and not, after a board meeting, really interested in what they’re saying. But that’s part of what you signed on to do: listen to people and not be judgmental of them. You may not agree with what they’re saying, but you need to listen to all points of view and weigh that when making your decisions. I think there is less territorialism now than there was at one time in the District. My children used to tell me that I favorite one school more than their school. But I was trying to be fair.
TV: Just like the Portage City Council is non-partisan.

Mrs. Dolan: Yes.

TV: I suppose that the District’s 75th Anniversary in 1997 was a time for reflection. I know that’s when the District published its history of the District. 

Mrs. Dolan: Yes, they had a celebration at the Celery Flats. That was very enjoyable to see people coming back for that who hadn’t been around for a number of years. 
TV: And of course you had a role to play in the community celebration for the Jim Rikkers retirement celebration. Another opportunity for the community to come together for a school event.
Mrs. Dolan: Yes. [Regarding Varl Wilkinson] Although I did not know him as superintendent, I got to know Varl Wilkinson a little bit because he was involved with the Michigan Association of School Boards for a number of years. When I would go to the fall conferences and meetings and other meetings, he was always most cordial. 

TV: We haven’t touched on trustee professional development programs in the other interviews.
Mrs. Dolan: That came about when I was on the Board. They developed a continuing education program. You can become certified board member. You can take several courses on a variety of topics. 
TV: This is the MASB, statewide.

Mrs. Dolan: Yes, out of Lansing. Once you receive your certification then go on and keys to boardsmanship. You reach a certain level, take a continuing number of courses, and attain various levels. I believe that when I retired, I had somewhere close to 700 continuing education credits and received the Diamond Master Board Member Award. I felt it was important and I went to the fall conferences, I believe everyone one but two. There were a number of courses you could take not for CE credit, but just to learn more about certain topics. I found that it was most helpful to go to those that I knew the least about, so I could learn. Not going there as somewhat of an expert in telling others what to do, but to use it as a learning opportunity for myself. I think that’s very important for boards to continue to learn about what their job is and the various aspects of their work. 

TV: One of the continuing challenges for the board is finance. During your time on the Board, the state adopted Proposal A in 1994, dealing with school funding.

Mrs. Dolan: When I first went on the Board, there were districts that were in formula and those that were out of formula. I won’t go into what that is, but we were an in-formula district. We were more dependent on the state for funding than out-of-formula districts were. Portage was growing at a rapid rate in those years and we became an out-of-formula district fairly early on in my tenure. That had its advantages. The funds were raised locally. We had a better idea of where our funding was coming from and how much we would have. We weren’t as dependent on the state and the whims of the executive branch, with cuts. Then they passed Proposal A all districts came under more state regulated funding and it takes me back to the early days in my tenure when you never knew. You could hear that you’d get a certain amount but you didn’t dare plan on it. And we were very cautious until you knew for sure. One of the big problems with funding is that the school fiscal year is July 1 to June 30 and the states year is October 1 to September 30. We set our budget by June 30. The state still have three months to change its mind on how much they are going to give us, depending on what happens. You have to give the [PPS] business office a lot of credit for knowing what’s going on and being able to kind of predict over the years how things are going and keeping their ears tuned to Lansing and knowing what may be in the wind. It is very, very difficult. 
TV: Not to mention the component of community understanding for this process.

Mrs. Dolan: Right. When it doesn’t affect you on an everyday basis, you don’t tend to pay that much attention to it. I have to say, even now having been on the Board, but not being on the Board now, I don’t pay as close attention.

TV: Any other observations, final comments to help with people studying the history of Portage Schools?

Mrs. Dolan: I think it’s a great school district. My two children started in Kindergarten and went all the way through their high school years. I found that when they went to college, they’d had more opportunities here than many of the students who came from East or West coast schools where you think of education as being more valued and they learn more and have better opportunities. My children found that this was not true. They were pleased with the education they had, and I’m pleased with what education they’ve had. Portage is a great school district and I wish it well, well into the future. 

TV: Well, thank you, and thanks for helping with this project and for your years of service. 

Mrs. Dolan: Thank you.
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