Portage Schools Collection: Oral History Project

Interview with Kevin Flynn, July 22, 2004

Conducted by Tom Vance by phone with Mr. Flynn from his Chicago office.

Board of Education: 1983 - 1991

Board President: 1989 - 1991

TV: Kevin, thanks for participating in this oral history. 

Mr. Flynn: I’m excited about it. It’s always a lot of fun to reflect on my time on the board. From a personal standpoint, it really was very rewarding and also very educational for me. I think it helped develop a lot of the business skills that I use on a daily basis.

TV: It might help to know what you were doing for a living at the time of your board service and what you’re doing now in Chicago. 

Mr. Flynn: Right. I’ve been in telecommunications for a number of years. When I was back in the Portage/Kalamazoo area, I worked for Ameritech/Michigan Bell. While I was on the board, during the first part of my tenure I was with Michigan Bell/Ameritech and then transitioned to MCI. Since then, I’ve done additional things in telecommunications that have required some moves from the Portage area. I ended up moving to Chicago with MCI and that’s when I left the board in 1991, spent some time there, but then I also did a start up in Traverse City, Michigan, with a wireless new company and moved from Chicago to Traverse City. And the last six years, I’ve been with Nextel in Detroit, Minneapolis, and now Chicago again. I’m vice president of sales for Nextel for the Illinois, Wisconsin, and Northwest Indiana market. 

TV: Okay, I think it helps for people to have a point of reference like that. Could you say a little about how you got onto the board of education?

Mr. Flynn: Yes, I grew up in Portage and I was a student at Portage Public Schools. Then after graduating from college in 1975 – actually my final semester in college I student-taught at Portage Public Schools – and then after completing that and graduating I ended up teaching for two years at Centreville Public Schools, one year at the VanBuren Skill Center, and then a year at Portage Public Schools. So, I was a student, a coach, a teacher at the public schools and I had a tremendous interest in education, being involved with the schools and I thought that I ended up bringing a unique perspective to the board. I also had an interest in local politics and had since high school, so I saw an opportunity to run and hopefully make a difference. My daughters – Brook, Jenni and Kelley at that time – had not yet started school, but it was an interest I had in trying to contribute back to the community. 

TV: Your service on the board came at a unique time because when you first came on the board, George Conti was superintendent and then three years later in 1986 he retired and the board hired Jim Rikkers. 

Mr. Flynn: Right. I very much remember the interview process there. George Conti was just a fabulous gentleman. I respected him tremendously. When I came onto the board, he really embraced me, [along with] Jim Ellinger, Pat Dolan, Joe Atkinson – a variety of folks – really embraced me and helped me get up to speed quickly on the issues and get their viewpoints on a variety of issues. But also, they were very willing and able to help take my input as well, because I did bring a little different perspective than some of the other board members. During the hiring of Jim Rikkers, that was an interesting time. We had probably one of the most highly thought of superintendents not only in the local area, but in the state and even nationally in George. And to replace him, it was quite an undertaking and we did a national search and Jim came to us from Plainwell. And I think that being that close he had some very strong local knowledge and some relationships with the folks at KVISD [Kalamazoo Valley Intermediate School District, now the Kalamazoo Regional Educational Services Agency, or Kalamazoo RESA]. He came very strongly recommended and I remember during the interview process that he really ended up in both the interviews with the board members and also the interview with the public as absolutely the right person at the right time for Portage Public Schools. 

TV: And of course Dr. Conti had served long enough as superintendent, that hiring a new superintendent was not a routine matter. 

Mr. Flynn: Dr. Conti was hired my last year of high school when I was a senior and he replaced…

TV: Varl Wilkinson…

Mr. Flynn: Right, and I went to high school with his daughter. So it was a job that had not been replaced for a number of years, but I thought that we did a wonderful job with that. 

TV: It would easy to say that hiring a new superintendent is the most important function that a board can do?

Mr. Flynn: Oh, I think so, from the standpoint that that provides your leadership and direction. That also has to have and reflect the needs and values of the community, and I felt that Jim did that as well, representing those values.

TV: Are there some highlights that stand out in your memory; the kind of issues that defined your service on the board?

Mr. Flynn: At the time I was coming in there were school closings, elementary school closings; Pershing Elementary being one, and a variety of issues with that. And that became a very very emotional issue, especially when it’s an elementary school that’s involved. During those eight years there was also the building of a new school, Moorsbridge Elementary. You go through a variety of facility needs; and then there were the large improvement processes that needed to be done to facilities both at Northern High School, the middle schools, and also Central. So, trying to have that crystal ball, trying to know what the needs were for the facilities, that was a big one. I also remember vividly negotiating contracts with the bus drivers, the teachers, the administrators, and working through that. But all in all, I think what I remember the most from that time is not necessarily the specific issues we were dealing with or addressing, but how lucky we were as far as having a community support the schools as much as they did. It was fabulous; the support that we got from not only the community members but also from industry. The Upjohn Company was a very very big supporter of public schools, not just Portage Public, but the area public schools. That’s certainly changed now, with going from Upjohn to Pharmacia to Pfizer. Some big changes since that time, but Upjohn was a real supporter of the educational environment for the Kalamazoo/Portage area. So it was interesting dealing with those folks. It was also interesting dealing with the city [of Portage] as well. We interacted with the city on a regular basis on issues and I think that we greatly improved the communications with them, with Mike Stampfler. Also, we had the opportunity to hire Mike Collins from the city; with that move over and working as a board, we ended up greatly improving the relationships between the schools and the city and trying to stay on the same track with that. 

TV: So that is part of the story of the board’s duties and responsibilities as all of you on the board representing the community. Obviously community interactions are always on the forefront of where the board members are coming from.

Mr. Flynn: Right. 

TV: And I suppose that was very intense, especially when schools were being closed. That must have taken a lot of community relations work to explain why and kept the community on board.

Mr. Flynn: Right. It’s important, as you’re trying to deal with the facts and the financial aspects of it, in hindsight, was it the right decision? I think it was. Was it the right decision to put the improvements into the other buildings? I think it was. I think that Moorsbridge is a nice addition to what we’ve got. I think it’s the right environment right near West Middle School as well. You can always play Monday morning quarterback on a lot of things, but the community saw the need for that and ended up being supportive and ended up passing the vote for us to do the building and the facilities needed. Even after an environment that had us close some schools. 

TV: Would you say one of the challenges or disappointments – I know financing is always a challenge for any board – was that the 1991 bond issue didn’t succeed. That had to be a great disappoint to the board.

Mr. Flynn: It was a disappointment to the board. I think that what it comes back to is something that you didn’t see in Portage Schools on a regular basis. But I think it sent us the right message, and going back and reworking that to not just trying to reshuffle the numbers but really looking at it hard on what needs to be done so that we can move forward with this. I think that ultimately we ended up getting there. But you learn from that and you take the input. You’ve got to take the input from the citizens; we did that on a regular basis at the board meetings and open forums. The vote was, I think, a real awakening that we needed to take a hard look at this and make sure we weren’t just repackaging it, but that we take some of the input and do what we needed to do to make sure the facilities and the ability of the Portage Public Schools stay in place.  

TV: And, of course, during your tenure on the board, there were some interesting collaborative issues going on countywide. The creation of the Kalamazoo Area Math & Science Center happened during your tenure. I think that was just part of a growing trend. Education for Employment and Education for the Arts were either starting or expanding during that time. 

Mr. Flynn: You know, being in sales, it’s relationships that are key. You’ve got to build relationships. We were earlier talking about working with the city and working with the council members and we improved that tremendously and again I give Mike Collins a lot of credit for that. But I also remember working with other board members, for example Gayle Werme, who was president of the Portage Board at one time was president of KVISD. And she reached out to me personally but to all of the board members; she was fabulous to work with and working together to develop some of these initiatives were just critical and not being an isolationist at all in looking at it as only the Portage Public Schools, but looking at it as a countywide, area wide basis. Really together, making the overall education environment one that is, I think, one of the very very best educational environments in the area, in the state. 

TV:  From a historical viewpoint, with eight years or even a decade it might be difficult to draw trends. But maybe with your unique background before coming on the board, as a coach, teacher, and then parent, are there any trends that you can identify?

Mr. Flynn: The trends that I saw – and we had tremendous financial expertise with Tom Noveer and his group – you talk about bringing in the right superintendent. I think probably the most alarming trend during my period of time was the funding of schools. I’m removed from that now, but I think the funding of the schools from the local property tax base and the state taxing to meet the requirements to provide a real quality education just got more difficult all of the time in trying to understand the formulas and the economic times as well. How can you maintain the quality of education by relying strictly on the property tax basis, then the state funding issue. It was a disturbing trend, but one that we guided through well with the knowledge and expertise with the knowledge of Tom Noverr and Jim Rikkers, and such. 

TV: Well, I think those are the key questions I had Kevin. Are there any points that you wanted to close with?

Mr. Flynn: No, I think it’s a personal pride that I got out of being a member of the Portage Public Schools in those functions, but certainly towards the end with the board. I reference it on a regular basis in discussions. Again, running for office on a local basis seems to be somewhat of a cliché to say that you want to give something back to the community. But I truly did. An I think being involved with that, and getting to know the large number of quality individuals that were involved with the community and the schools, I got a tremendous amount back from being involved. As we go forward and people look at involvement with city government or schools, I just would strongly encourage them to do what they can to stay involved with it. It does make a difference and it’s personally rewarding as well. 

TV: Well, great. I appreciate your participation on this project and it will help complete the record here.

Mr. Flynn: Very good. Thank you for including me. It’s a great project. Thank you Tom 
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