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TV: Thanks for participating in this interview. Can you tell us what brought you to the Board of Education?

Mr. Eddy: Well, actually Tom, my first exposure to Portage Public Schools, aside from being a parent, was serving on the Financial Futures Committee, which Tom Noverr was chair of.  And I met him and Mike Collins and several other folks, and actually prior to that I’d met Kevin Hollenbeck serving on the Portage Futures 2020 vision effort, and the committee we were on was chaired by Betty Ongley. And I must admit there was a little recruiting – a little bit of professional arm-twisting -- but I think I realized that I wanted to find out more about Portage Schools and I figured this was an opportunity. Prior to running, there was a vacant seat opened when Trustee Phil Sheldon relocated from the area and I did participate in a Board interview for that. The Board chose Kathy Durr, and I remember getting a phone call that evening from Pat Dolan telling me about the decision and saying said don’t let this discourage you. We had great candidates to chose from, and then in the next election cycle I decided to run. 
TV: You worked with three superintendents, Jim Rikkers, Pete McFarlane, and Marsha Wells. The most important function of a Board of Education is hiring the superintendent, and you were involved in hiring two superintendents. Could you speak to this? 
Mr. Eddy: I think also, I’d like to add that I’ve known four superintendents well, because former Superintendent George Conti was a neighbor of mine. I met George several years before running for the Board. I’ve said this on several occasions. I really feel that the three superintendents that I had the privilege of serving with were all right for their time. Now I didn’t serve as a trustee with Jim Rikkers as long as I did with Pete McFarlane, but looking back at Jim’s career and the things he was challenged with, I thought he did an excellent job. In Pete McFarlane we had an education leader with a high level of energy and high level of commitment to communication, and that was sort of the hallmark of his time as superintendent, the way that he was able to effectively communicate with the Board of Education, executive team, and parent groups. Now, this doesn’t mean he was always agreed with. I don’t think anyone could say that Pete McFarlane didn’t give anyone the opportunity to come speak with him on any issue. Superintendent Wells, now finishing her first year here in Portage – I did know her in her [previous] administrative role at Portage Schools. She is recognized, quite frankly, as an organizational leader and she believes strongly in the strengths of the organization. Although it’s too early to tell her legacy as superintendent, how long that’s going to be, has helped the Board formulate vision and also being very successful in supporting -- successful passage finally of the bond issue for [school] construction. So, to summarize, I think all of the superintendents I’ve know and had a chance to serve with where just right for their particular time period. 
TV: The International Baccalaureate program began here in the 1998-1999 school year. Your board service coincides with this the planning and launch of the IB program. Could you speak to importance of this and what it’s meant to the District. 
Mr. Eddy: As I recall, Tom, it was because of the leadership of several teachers and administrators that really began the investigation process, and I’m not sure how they were introduced to IB. I know they attended several conferences and did a lot of due diligence and really brought the program to the district as something that was going to be available; the most important thing to me is that IB is available to any student. Not a program that you test into and qualify for. The other thing: it really stretches our student’s ability to learn. Speaking from experience, my oldest son Rob was in the first class at the [Kalamazoo Area] Math & Science Center. There’s kind of a parallel there because that gave him the challenge that he really needed, even thought today he’s not in math or science, but it just gave him that educational challenge. So there was kind of a parallel when I saw IB coming along, which offered a much broader educational base and the fact that IB students are able to take individual courses or if they decide to take the diploma route that’s available too. So, I think that’s just another great example of Portage Schools taking a look at things that are going to benefit students and really taking minimal risk, and it’s turned out, obviously, and there have been carry overs into teachers in other areas just by being exposed to it. It’s not only very rigorous for students, but also for our staff. It’s a big commitment to go that extra mile. I haven’t talked with any of them recently, but I know they were challenged and they accepted that challenge. They needed to do that in order to deliver the program to the students. 
TV: Would you say the IB program was probably the most significant event going on during your time working with Jim Rikkers? 

Mr. Eddy: Without a doubt, I think its one of four or five that we’ll probably mention during this interview, one of the significant milestones I was fortunate enough to participate in.
TV: Something else that happened at the end of Jim Rikkers tenure, and at the beginning of your presidency, the state economy took a hit. By 01-02 or 02-03 school year, the District was feeling pressure from budget problems. 

Mr. Eddy: Well, I think the District, again, needed to make some critical choices. I remember when several of our administrators retired: Linda Teare and Mary Jane Frederick. Those positions were not replaced. Ric Perry picked up a lot of those responsibilities and eventually became our Assistant Superintendent of Instruction. What people didn’t see, which was going on were all these activities going on behind the scenes – the decisions that were being made. And have always been made [to cut] as far away from classroom instruction as possible. Your right, the timing was about right – that’s when the bubble burst on Wall Street. Looking back, Proposal A has been in effect since 1994 and looked like a good thing. The thing that people didn’t realize or didn’t focus on was the direct relationship with our economy. And as the economy began to turn south, it began to affect funding. We’re not here to discuss all of the ins and outs, but we’ve done, I think, very well, we’re a well-managed District, and I think we make the right decisions at the right time. 
TV: That was budget from Lansing. You might talk about the countywide millage of May 2005 during your presidency, when the Kalamazoo area became the first area in the state to pass its own operational millage. 
Mr. Eddy: Right, and I think we should be extremely proud of that, and I’ve made mention of this in Board meetings. We not only passed it, but also passed the renewal. There’s no doubt, obviously, because of the size of the number of  [yes] voters in Portage along with a number of voters in the Kalamazoo District, that was intragal to getting that passed. I think one of the good things about how we presented it to our constituents was: This is what will happen, or could potentially happen, with this millage passing we can either maintain certain programs or we can enhance certain programs. We certainly weren’t looking to add new programs. We also said, okay, if the milage doesn’t pass, this is what the picture will look like. The concept was to give people the opportunity to decide for themselves: okay, can I live with paying a little more taxes, knowing that Portage Schools will be able to do this, or am I just going to say no, I don’t want to pay more taxes; nobody likes to pay more taxes. Maybe they will do this and maybe they won’t. We were quite candid and upfront. This is not smoke and mirrors happening. We gave people a lot of opportunities to come to meetings, to listen, and to ask questions. And thankfully it was passed. And obviously we’re thankful it was passed the second time.
TV: And just for record, the renewal was passed May. 

Mr. Eddy: Superintendent Wells has made a commitment to look very hard at ways in which, if the millage is not renewed again – it will have to come before voters again -- then we will continue to look at expenses, at budgets, and will continue to work as hard as we can to try and maintain programs even without the enhancement millage. Quite frankly, that’s going to be difficult because costs are increasing. But that willingness to look at it is the important point. 

TV: That was operational dollars, but now to talk about building funds.  The $119 million bond project which passed in November 2008 was the last significant event of your final year on the Board. 
Mr. Eddy:  Yes, and as I mentioned earlier when we started talking about IB, the millage was obviously a highlight of my service. We have to remember that the first bond proposal for $145 million was rejected. Yes, there was a little disappointment at the beginning, but then the Board and the leadership team said what do we need to do differently  and that’s when we got committees involved, forums, people given that opportunity. We really decided that we would go back to the community and find out exactly see where we missed the mark. Was it the new athletic complex at Portage Northern, was that the problem? Maybe a perceived lack of equity between the schools in the Portage Northern and the schools in the Portage Central area. What was the problem, other than the fact that people don’t want to pay more in taxes. We re-worked it, we re-figured it. The Board spent many hours discussing what should be kept and what shouldn’t be kept, and what we should go to. Should it be one issues, or two issues or three issues. We had many different plans on the table. When we finalized it, and then, of course, we had this incredible group of people in Portage mobilized the voters and got the word out. Students, parents, grandparents all got involved. This was something that was, I’m going to say, was heavily marketed and it needed to be because we needed to tell people what they were getting. We didn’t want people saying, wait a minute, we thought we’d be getting this or that. Nobody was going to love it all. We needed to get enough people, at least one more than the nos, to get it passed. So yes, Tom, that was definitely right up there at the top.
TV:  Could you discuss the dynamics of being an elected member of a Board of Education: community input and feedback. Anyone who watches your meetings knows that it’s a very fluid process between a community and its Board of Education. 
Mr. Eddy: Yes, it’s interesting. I really didn’t get a lot of phone calls. Even when I was an officer: vice president and president. Some people have a perception out there that the Board is making all the calls and all the decisions. Well, we have the fiduciary responsibility, but you know, in a lot of cases we want to make sure that when we communicate with our constituents, that they understand that you start wherever you have a question – I’m not going to say necessarily a problem –  but whatever level your concern is, that’s where you start and then you move your way up. Yes, I’m certainly interested in hearing back from that person, if they want to, to know how it worked out. So that always an interesting dynamic, on how to communicate that. In today’s business world, at least certainly the corporations that will thrive and survive  are the ones that are talking to their customers and we’re no different. Our business is educating kids and we have to talk not only to the kids, but to the parents on an ongoing basis. Quite frankly, I think that’s one of the strengths of our community, in being led not only by our school district but being led by our city government too. You very rarely hear in Portage, the last 10 or 15 years, that well they didn’t tell me about this or didn’t tell me about that; they may have missed a message and we can always help them find the message, but I’m very proud of transparency. 
TV: During your 12 years of service, have you noticed any trends in public education or any other issues you would like to address?
Mr. Eddy: Sure, I think that some of the changes that I’ve seen, some of them have been driven by either federal or state mandates or changes in the law. The supreme board of education is the State Board of Education headquartered in Lansing. I think the challenges of MEAP (Michigan Education Assessment Program) have certainly been out there. The idea of teaching to the test is something you didn’t hear about, you didn’t think about it, because there was no [state] test. I’m not sure that’s the best way to go about things. It’s the system we have now, but we have to continue to refine that and take a look at it. No Child Left Behind has certainly had a big impact locally and statewide. I think one of the challenges there is like looking at the challenge of national healthcare, each state looks at ways to meet its own criteria. But if you’re going to have national standards, you need to have national criteria to follow. There are a lot in there, but also a lot of wiggle room, some states are not doing the best job. I think parents have become more active in the 12 years I’ve been on the Board. They’ve responded to a lot of the needs and issues of the school district, mostly in a positive way. We’ve had several challenges. I can remember the parent groups that were obviously supporting a new football stadium at Portage Northern, they were very passionate about that. And those were some difficult board meetings because you had to look at the need for it, the timing for it. Was this something the District should really be doing. The fact that one part of our District felt that they didn’t have a stadium. Ironically, it’s because the football stadium was built – I don’t when or where that decision was made -- right across the street from Portage Central. If I was Northern parent or student, I would feel it was not my stadium, so it was a very emotional time. I think also we had a period of time when student’s sexuality and their choices were asked to be more openly talked about; the Gay Straight Alliance. I think this opened up some eyes. I remember one student…was very eloquent about it. I remember Kevin Hollenbeck and I had a meeting with him and his group because we wanted to understand what was going on. We’ve had parent groups come along that looked at curriculum, and that will always be a challenge. One of the downsides – I don’t know if this is related to this -- of site-based decision making, is where do you stop. Because once you give people the opportunity to get engaged, it’s kind of hard to say okay, we want you to stay within this area. So a lot of that [engagement?] has come because of that. Site-based decision making has been very important and a great thing because our schools and neighborhoods are all different. They all have a little bit different make-up of people, and races, and all types of things. People need to reflect, but when you open that up. We survived, we came through it, no damage was done to the District and it raised a whole new level of awareness too. 
TV: When you came onto the board, you brought your experience from the business world, and as a parent, and recently added teaching to your resume. That might be worth some reflection. 
Mr. Eddy: Yes, just last year. I had a great career in business. I always like to say I never know what I’ll be doing next, and my wife can vouch for that. Yes, I had the opportunity last year to become a substitute teacher. I think it would have been interesting to seen if I’d had that teaching experience before I came onto the Board. I think it was kind of a natural for me to get involved in because of my experience in Portage Schools. Some people looked at me funny when I said I really liked middle school. That was a challenge for all of us. That’s a tough period [for students].  I think I’ve looked at education from a business stand point. A lot of people believe you can’t run education like a business, but one of the things it can bring organizational skills and leadership skills. The ability to work with customers, knowing what questions to ask and getting people engaged.  The Malcolm Baldridge award was recently opened up to the field of education and I’ve talked to Superintendent Wells about this and to Board President Shirley Johnson about this. There could be at time when Portage Schools, when the time is right, might like to look into this.  Maybe not qualify for the award, but to go through the steps at no cost. Some of those things, like the Baldridge Award, if you weren’t in business, you wouldn’t know about. 
TV:  And that leads into your practice of sharing leadership readings with fellow trustees. Bringing successful models from the business world from the literature. 
Mr. Eddy: Right, well, it is kind of a hobby of mine. Another thing I get involved with Readers Digest of books I read. You mentioned modeling; you don’t need to reinvent the wheel.  Leaders come in all sizes and shapes and colors and they’re at all levels of the organization. A leader is only successful if they can get the people within the organization to follow. There’s a quote: If you think you’re a leader, but you look around and no one is following you, then you’re just walking alone. So, I like to share that information because the people in the administration here are involved every day in their school work and they might not get the opportunity, but some of that is reflective. 
TV: Is there anything else you’d like to say about your 12 years on the Board. 

Mr. Eddy: Well, we’d have to put another tape in, but I’ll try to be brief. Some of my comments might be repeating myself from the last Board meeting or when I made my announcement [to leave the Board]. I really felt it was time that I moved on. The number one highlight, were all the incredible trustees I got to serve with. You talk about mentors: the Jim Pellowes, the Pat Dolans, the Kevin Hollenbecks, the Shirley Johnsons. It was incredible. The opportunity to use the training made available from the Michigan Association of School Boards. While I didn’t go to the levels that other trustees have attained, but I really feel it was valuable and well worth it. Seeing the kids come to Board meetings was always neat. Whether it was musical or athletics or something else.  I remember one time, prior to a Board meeting, going in to our Technology area, 3rd or 4th graders starting to learn their key boarding skills and they had these covers over the keys. My first thought was, well how are they going to remember it. We have kids who excel in all areas. We give them that opportunity, whether it’s in the classroom, athletic field, in the theatre, or musical productions. That’s the value of Portage Public Schools. To be able to offer some youngster is going to latch onto and not necessarily become a professional athlete or musician, but something they have a passion for and enjoy. That’s always been a joy. Getting back to the superintendents, I’ve certainly enjoyed the opportunity to serve to serve with all three of them. It gives me an appreciation for the difficulty of the job. It could be why superintendents don’t serve as long as they once did because of all the challenges we just spoke about today at the local, state, and national level. There’s so much time that is consumed, away from the classrooms. But, it’s been a great ride. As I said at the last Board meeting, it’s been 99.8 percent positive. It’s been a lot of fun and I look forward to doing other things for the District in the future. 
TV: We appreciate your observations from 12 years of service on the Board, and this will go into the archives. 

Mr. Eddy: My pleasure. 
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