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Board of Education: 1972-1986
Board President: 1978-1986
TV: Thanks for helping us out today with this project.

Mr. Ellinger: You’re entirely welcome.

TV: You were on the board for 13 years, from 1972 to 1986, and you were board president for your last eight years. Could you tell us how it is that you came to be on the board?

Mr. Ellinger: It’s an interesting story. A couple of years before I got on the board, myself and two of my neighbors went to a board meeting because we were unhappy with something that was coming up; I can’t remember exactly what that was. So, we gave the board a tough time about that particular issue. And I was president of the Parent Teachers organization; that was an organization made up of all the parent representatives of all the parent teacher associations of all the schools and I became president of that, and met Gayle Werme and that kind of thing. And then there was a person who resigned from the board with one year to go and they interviewed candidates and I was one of those they interviewed because I’d been at a previous board meeting and had given these guys a tough time and they said why don’t you join us. So, that happened about July 1 of 1973, as I recall. And then I served as a trustee for a couple of years, and then I was treasurer for about four years. When I first went on the board, Bill Boyer was the president and then Gayle Werme succeeded Bill. And then one night before we were going to have an organizational meeting of the new board in 1978, Gayle called me and said, “I don’t want to be president anymore, how would you like to be president?” And I said, well, okay. So I was elected president that night and then for the succeeding seven years. 

TV: At that time, what was your occupation?

Mr. Ellinger: I was a CPA. At that time I worked at Ernst & Ernst when I was appointed to the board, and later on I transferred over to BDO Seidman. 

TV: And your years pretty much mirror the tenure of Dr. Conti.

Mr. Ellinger: Yes.

TV: Almost exactly.

Mr. Ellinger: Yes, that is correct. He and I retired from school service on the same date. I have a lot of fond memories of Dr. Conti. He was an extremely competent individual. 
TV: And he’s still remembered by the school district, with a new scholarship named after him; it’s an endowment fund.

Mr. Ellinger: That’s nice to know.

TV: Are there some highlights from either your presidency or regular board membership. Those were important years, obviously, with a lot of issues with enrollment and building schools. 

Mr. Ellinger: Sure. I think one of the biggest things, and you just mentioned it, was the declining enrollment issue. As I remember, when I got on the board, I think we had about 11,000 students in the Portage system at that time. And when I left the board in 1986, there were about 8,000. So, we lost about 3,000 students over those years. And that has a lot of impact on the school operations and one of the things that affected us was that we had too many school buildings. So in 1979 we closed the Pershing Elementary School and then that was followed by the closing of Romana Lane School, and then Milham Elementary School. We sold the Pershing building to a private party and then the Romana Lane building was sold to The Upjohn Company. That property we acquired from Upjohn to build that school, we just sold it back to them. 

TV: As a board, taking actions like closing school buildings, even when the demographics require it, has to create a challenge from a community relations standpoint.

Mr. Ellinger: Absolutely. It’s interesting that I was president of the board at the time that we closed Pershing and my kids went to Pershing School. My daughter, that was her last year at Pershing when we closed the school, and I had a lot of repercussions from my neighbors and other people in the district. And the question always comes up, “Why my school. Why not somebody else’s school?” But this was done after careful study. And of course Dr. Conti made some recommendations as to what he felt would be the best schools to close and after much deliberation we did close Pershing and Ramona Lane.
TV: Would you say closing a school building is the toughest thing a board of education has to do?

Mr. Ellinger: Well, it’s one of the toughest things. It’s something you don’t like to do because the people whose kids attend that school, that’s their school. This neighborhood school concept is pretty well firmly entrenched in the people of a school district. And they don’t like anything to happen to their school. But the next thing would be to transfer students out of a particular school to another school. And that has happened during that time, because one school might be over-crowded and you want to get kids out of there, but [people say] “Don’t do it to my school, take somebody else’s kids.” 

TV: Redistricting.

Mr. Ellinger: Yes. We never did a complete redistricting, but we did a partial one to balance out the schools.
TV: In addition to handling the declining enrollment issues, are there other things that stand out?

Mr. Ellinger: Yes, the school financing issue. During my time on the school board, we had several years where we faced financial crises. The problem that we had back then was we were required to have a school budget in place before school started. The school fiscal year ends on June 30, and then within so many days we had to have a budget put in place for the following school year. So we would put it together and adopt it, after a board hearing. But the legislature for many years was late in preparing legislation for a state aid bill for that particular year. Many times we’d have a budget in place by August, and they would come along in October, November, or December to formulate a state aid bill. And in some of those years the economy in Michigan was down, so what would happen was the state would say, look, we’re not going to give you your state aid allotment for January or February, or something like this, and all of a sudden, we don’t have any money. So we have many of those sessions year after year, in trying to jockey the budget around so it would work, and as a result, what would happen then, is that we took the approach that we would try to maybe eliminate some of the lesser programs, like art.  I’m not saying art isn’t important, it is, but we eliminated some programs and the athletic budge to try to make ends meet. And Dr. Conti did an excellent job in steering the board through those years. He did a great job. Whenever he made a decision, he always considered the monetary effects of that decision, so he did a great job. 

TV: Well, when you weren’t dealing with challenges like enrollments or budgets, what were some of the rewarding things for a board member? Or do you have more challenges?

Mr. Ellinger: Well, I have a couple more challenges. We did have a few law suits against the board during those years. I’ve lost track if that kind of thing still goes on. The one that we disliked the most was the Portage Northern swimming case in which there were several swimmers who attended a beer party in the district, sponsored by some parents, and the coach found out about it and he immediately dismissed those people who were at that party from the swim team. Well, there were three parents who didn’t like that so they brought legal action against the school board to bring these students back on [the team]. Well, they went to court and the court issued a temporary injunction against the school board and made them restore these kids on the team. There were only two or three meets left and then they had a final court hearing in the summer. It was too late. We just had to eat crow on that one; it just wasn’t a good decision. And there are some other cases. A prayer case at one time. When I left the board, we were still allowed to have prayer at commencement with some limitations. I don’t know where that stands today. 
TV: We could discuss trends or some of the more satisfying things. Since you covered much of the 70s and more than half the 80s, we’re looking at two different decades. Were there trends that you noticed?
Mr. Ellinger: Jimmy Carter, he was president from 1976 to 1980, commissioned a blue ribbon panel to investigate the condition of public schools and education in the country. This panel did not finish its work under Jimmy Carter, but finished it under Ronald Reagan. And they named the report “A Nation at Risk.” And it was, in my opinion, a flawed report, because they didn’t get a good cross section of the schools they studied in their investigation. They took some schools along the Texas border and inner city schools and that sort of thing. So what the board did, we thought we had to respond to this so we spent 18 months reviewing the departments in secondary education, the English department, math department, took one a month and it took 18 months to go through all of that. The department heads met with us, open board meeting, we wanted to know what they were doing, if they had recommendations we could fulfill, this kind of thing. And we really put them under the gun. And we came out of that and there were no significant recommendations made one way or the other either on their side or our side. We felt very good about that and we concluded that Portage was, indeed, doing a good job with its students. And it was not typical of that “National at Risk” report. So we felt pretty good about that and that Portage was doing a good job. Many people like to think that Portage is the best; I didn’t want to go that far, but Portage had done a good job. 
TV: But it was important for the board to comment on a generic national study so it wouldn’t stick locally. 
Mr. Ellinger: Right, we felt we had to do that because we had to answer that charge and it was amazing what we found. And there are many other districts in this area that we know of who also did a very fine job. This [national] report just didn’t fit these schools. They should have thrown out that report and started over again. From that, I think that public education has been a little tarnished. Yet there are many public schools out here doing a good job and Portage is one of them. 
TV: Over that time period, during the 70s and 80s, as a board member where there any noticeable changes in the student body, faculty, or the curriculum? These were such critical years for the nation; there were a lot things going on. At the time you joined the board, the Vietnam War was just coming to a close, and Watergate was just starting. These things had to impact students and faculty.
Mr. Ellinger: I’m sure they did. I don’t know what the result of that would be. We always felt that were addressing the students needs as well as we could and I hope that we did a good job on those things. 
TV: Can you talk about the reputation that Portage Schools had at that time. It’s been on a continual path of success over the years.

Mr. Ellinger: There is some fallacy in this. A lot of this comes from the Michigan Educational Assessment Test that’s in the paper and people compare Kalamazoo and Portage, and will say that Kalamazoo is way down. I felt that was an unfair comparison. I thought that Kalamazoo has a fine district and couldn’t see where they were having any problems, except that they were having the inner city problems and that oddly enough affects your educational program; it does. But yet, you look at the track record of many of the students coming out of Kalamazoo Schools and they do a fine job. They get their share of college scholarships, and that kind of thing, so it’s a little unfair to compare us based on that. 

TV: The MEAP scores might not always translate into the success of the graduates.

Mr. Ellinger: I don’t think so. 

TV: On a one-on-one basis, any one graduate might be as good as the other graduate. 

Mr. Ellinger: Sure. And the problem we have with that is that some of the students don’t mature until they are out of high school – they don’t catch on – until they are in college or in a job or something like that. But I feel we’ve done a good job with what we had to work with. 

TV: The job of being a board member.

Mr. Ellinger: When I first got on the board, I think between Bill Boyer and Gayle Werme pounding on me a little bit, they said, “Now look, this school board is a policy making body, period. We don’t try to run the schools on a day-to-day basis, except that there are certain things the state requires us to do. And we do that. But outside of that, we just set the policy and it’s up to the superintendent and his staff to conform to that policy. Many people think that the board should be out there running the schools on a day-to-day basis. No, we don’t have the background to do that. We’re just common folks. We do set policy with the help of the people in the district and the students. In fact, we would review our policies every year and have a standing committee on policies and go through and update policies. That’s important that people understand that the board is a policy-making body. Because we don’t have the expertise or the knowledge to come in and say, “Look, we want to do this in the school district.” No, that’s not our job. We hire administrators, trained administrators – Dr. Conti was a great administrator – and a staff that was very good. They’re the education specialists. So, that was our role as a board member. But we tried to keep that in mind. Every now and then we would get into something we shouldn’t. 
TV: The challenge of communicating the board’s direction to the community at large.

Mr. Ellinger: That probably is one of the toughest jobs that the schools have, is to communicate to the public. One of the problems is that the public doesn’t want to take the time to understand what’s happening with the schools. And sometimes the public is misdirected. One of the things that concerned me – and it still concerns me – is that whenever an educational issue came up to the board; for instance there was time when we had to eliminate a language program at the 7th or 8th grade, because we didn’t have enough students in that class. It becomes expensive to education four or five students when you should be educating 20 in a class. That’s the concept. So, we had a board hearing and very few people came, and this was important. Maybe we had six or eight people there and they expressed their concerns because their kids were affected by this program. But you take an athletic issue – even a minor athletic issue – and it fills the room up. In fact, there are times when it’s more than filled up. And that’s unfair. I feel there are times the public is more concerned about the athletic program than they are the educational program. And the other thing, of course, is the budget hearing that we had every year, I think in August. That sets the standard for your educational program for the following year; you don’t have the money, you don’t do it. And no one would come to that. I remember one person. She would come to most of the board meetings, and she would just sit there and listen, but other than that people didn’t care. We would advertise a budget hearing and no one would come. I was disappointed with that. I still feel the public is a little misdirected. You take the voting for school board candidates and I don’t know what it is today, low turn-out, five or ten percent of the eligible voters. That is not right. The people should have enough interest to where the majority would turn out.  I know you’re not going to get 100% of the people out voting, but it would be nice if a high percentage of the people would come out and vote and express their desire. Even if their kids are beyond school age, they still have an interest in what we do. 
TV: Can you characterize your 13 years on the board? Overall, when you look back on your service?
Mr. Ellinger: I look at that, and we had some difficult times; there’s no question about that. But overall, I am very pleased with having served on the board. As an old economics professor once told me: there is a thing called physic income. We had, in my opinion; we had a lot of physic income out of serving on the board. To see the students accomplish what they do gives you a great reward. 

TV: That’s the payback.

Mr. Ellinger: That’s the payback. That is the payback. You know, we got $25 per meeting or something like that. But, no, the payback is seeing the students succeed. And that could be expressed in a lot of ways, not only the marks they get on their report card, but a lot of other things. You see it in some of the presentations, plays, musicals, athletic contests, and all throughout, anytime a school is involved; it’s all a part of that. One of the things I especially enjoyed too was that the president of the board had the privilege of designating who would hand out diplomas and speak. I enjoyed handing out diplomas to the kids and shaking their hand. I really enjoyed that. And we would pass that around [among the board] because many times there would be a lot of board member kids graduating and we’d give it to them to do that. And we also had the adult education we were responsible for. I always managed to pass those out. 
TV: A lot of success stories there. 

Mr. Ellinger: Yes, you take a lot of these students – and some of them were 40, 50, 60, 70 years old – and came back to school and accomplished getting their diploma and we had a commencement exercise for them. It was very rewarding to hear these people talk. If you really want to get something [for the Portage Schools Collection] go to one of those exercises sometime in the spring and listen to the people give their talks; it’s really interesting. 
TV: The older graduates probably appreciate more of what is happening at that time than the younger ones.

Mr. Ellinger: Yes. I hope that program is still going…

TV: It is.

Mr. Ellinger: …because there are a lot of kids out there who, for some reason, don’t make it the first time. 

TV: It’s a safety net. 

Mr. Ellinger: Yes. Well, I’m sure it still goes on, that when the kids get to their 16th birthday in the 10th grade and we loose a lot of students and that’s too bad, because that shouldn’t happen. But then many of these kids do come back in the adult program later on and get their education, which is good.
TV: Any final thoughts that I didn’t cover that you wanted to share?
Mr. Ellinger: No, I think we covered everything. But I do want to say that it was a wonderful experience for me. I enjoyed it very much. There was a lot of hard work to it, but yet, again, that physic income that you receive when your students – the students of this district – accomplish something, it’s awesome. Whether it’s a band concert or a play, or any of those things. Just to be a little part of that is an awesome experience.

TV: Well, the community thanks you for your service and I appreciate this being part of the historical record. Thanks for your time.
Mr. Ellinger: You’re entirely welcome. The pleasure if all mine. 

PAGE  
7

