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TV: Thank you for helping with this project. You just finished your 10th year on the Board with seven years as Board president. Could you tell us how you came onto the board and what you do professionally?
Dr. Hollenbeck: I was first elected in 1994. I had been considering running for the board for a couple years prior to that, but I really didn’t feel that I had the time, or enough experience, or enough familiarity in the community to make a run before that in 1994. I have two daughters and one graduated from Portage Central in 1992 and the other one graduated from Portage Central in 1994. When they graduated I decided, well now I have enough time with not running to soccer games and transporting them everywhere, that I would actually run for the Board. So I ran in 1994 and there were two openings – two prior trustees had decided not to run again – so there were two openings and five candidates for the two openings, so we had quite a spirited election in 1994 and I was fortunate enough to win. Being a Board member is kind of unique to me because what I do is research. I’m an economist and I’m employed full-time by the Upjohn Institute. I’m a researcher and research in the area of education and training. So being a school board member was sort of an application of what I was doing during the day so it nicely fits with what I do.
TV: That’s a little different than the traditional model of trustees, because they’re usually not educators, but also not involved in educational research. 
Dr. Hollenbeck: Right, it’s a little bit different. I have no formal training in schools of education; all my formal training is in economics and evaluation. 
TV: It should be noted that you’re still on the Board, which is different from the other people we’re working with on this project. Having completed 10 years on the board, and seven as president, could you discuss the highlights of your time so far, both high and low points – of your work on the Board. Maybe an overview of your service up to this point.
Dr. Hollenbeck: Sure. People think education doesn’t change very rapidly, but when I think of what’s gone on in ten years, there has been a lot of change. In my early years of service, we were, as a district just getting into technology and there was a lot of back and forth about whether we should be Apple or IBM, how much technology we should have, how many computers we should be buying, the optimal ratio in the mid-1990s was that you have one machine for every three or four students. And, now, of course, we have many more machines than that. No district would even consider offering education without an advanced technology department. I think a huge change has been all the investment in computers, and technology, storage, and of course the telecommunications that go along with that. I guess another big change during my term while I was president was in curriculum area when we brought International Baccauleate to Portage. It took maybe over a year to decide to do that and another year to apply for that and go through the training and so forth.
TV:  It’s now in its seventh year, and one of the most distinguishing factors of the district. 

Dr. Hollenbeck: Right, it was clearly, looking back at it, a good decision. We spent a good bit of time back and forth, was this something good for the district, what the implications were and how many students would benefit from this. It turned out pretty well. 
TV: The financing of education is something that coincided with your tenure on the Board since Proposal A came into being during the time you were coming onto the Board.

Dr. Hollenbeck: Actually, it’s been Proposal A ever since I’ve been on the Board. I was not in the in-formula or out-of-formula days; that was just before I got on the Board. I understand what it meant, but as a Board member was never under anything other than Proposal A. 
TV: But the funding of public education has certainly defined, if not consumed, in some cases, the work of a school board.

Dr. Hollenbeck: Absolutely, in my opinion, school boards have only three or four major duties, one of which is to develop and approve a budget, and work on policies, hire and supervise the superintendent, and that’s pretty much the major things that boards do.

TV: Of course, a school board don’t exist as an island. The board and the school district are impacted by what is going on in the state and trends throughout the nation. In the last 10 years, would there be trends that are easy to identify?
Dr. Hollenbeck: Actually on the funding side, Portage has gone full cycle during my term on the Board. Proposal A brought a benefit to Portage because we were one of the lower funded districts and we were raised up when everybody went to the foundation allowance, and so we actually had a pretty good financial picture for a while and I think that helped us with our decision on IB because there was an investment there. And that coincided with the really strong economy in Michigan and the country since the 1990s. Since the turn of the millennium in 2000, of course the economy, nationally, has struggled, and financing of schools has struggled, and now we’re in our third year of frozen per-pupil funding. It’s starting to really bind on what we can do. 
TV: Regarding statewide policies, we should note for the record that in addition to serving on this board, you’ve also been the president of the Michigan Association of School Boards.

Dr. Hollenbeck: Right. The school boards of the state are organized into an association, the Michigan Association of School Boards or the MASB and that group has a board of directors, that are elected school board members from across the state and I was elected to that in 1996 and have served since 1996 on that board. Then I became an officer of that board a few years ago and served as president in 2003-2004.

TV: So that service has obviously provided you with an additional perspective that makes your experience unique. 

Dr. Hollenbeck: Right. I think part of my motivation of getting involved in that organization was that I saw it as benefiting Portage. Because it’s a position of visibility across the state. People see my name and associate Portage Public Schools with it so when I was first on the Board, it was like Portage, where is that – what kind of district is that. Whereas now, I think, the Bloomfield Hills and the Birminghams and so forth recognize that there is excellent education in West Michigan as well. Part of my motivation has been to promote, to publicize Portage.

TV: For quite a while now, not sure how long Portage Schools has enjoyed bragging rights, it enjoys a very good reputation throughout this area and the state. Can you comment on the status of Portage Schools since 1994 and to how the reputation has been maintained or grown. 

Dr. Hollenbeck: Sure, I think it’s been recognized as a fairly high quality district for quite a while. We actually moved to Portage in 1989 and part of the reason we chose Portage was because of the reputation of the schools since my daughters were at the time in middle and high school. So, it’s been recognized as a high quality district for quite a while. This whole accountability of schools has brought more ranking of different districts so there is more data now to compare different districts. And Portage consistently does quite well on test scores. There are about 560 local school districts in Michigan and then 65 ISDs and we are the 25th largest district in the state. So, we’re considered, actually, a large district in the top 5 percent, and among the larger districts we’re certainly competitive with almost any other district in the state. 

TV: School boards are so visible to the community and often serve as a lightning rod on different issues. How understood are they are by the community. Does the community see the difference between the school board and the district or do they see the school board as the same thing as the school district overall?
Dr. Hollenbeck: Sure, I think boards of education are not well understood. I think the natural inclination is to think of the board of education to the district as the state legislature is to the state of Michigan. And so, we’re often asked to make this policy or that policy as if it was a law like a legislator would do. And that’s not a good analogy at all. The better analogy to use, in my opinion, is the same as a board of directors for a corporation. To some extent, I actually think we’re closer to the judicial branch of government than we are to the legislative branch because we’re often in the middle of a dispute between parents and the district. So I often think we’re closer to judges. I often talk about the role of boardsmanship to different groups and the analogy I use is that if you were on the board of the McDonalds Corporation you would be asking questions about data on how different restaurants were doing or how different regions of the country are doing, and you would set policy about more nutrition in our food or a different kind of advertising campaign. It’s sort of like that. We’re at a very high level and almost deliberately don’t get into micro-managing with legislative type things like the Legislature might do. So, we’re not well understood. You were at our interviews for the candidates to replace a recent resignation, and even those were the best candidates and they clearly didn’t have a thorough understanding – better than most folks – but even these folks didn’t have full understanding of what it takes.
TV: Would you say that with the Board of Education elected by the public to represent the public, would you agree that some people forget that the Board is actually representing them. It seems that sometimes there is a disconnect. Would you say there is a disconnect?
Dr. Hollenbeck: Yes, being on the Board is unique because people in the community consider us insiders but people in the school district consider us as outsiders. And so we kind of straddle the fence there. Our loyalties and allegiance are to the community to represent their preferences, and so forth. But you’re right, we’re often thought of as insiders by the community. 
TV: Over the last 10 years, you’ve mentioned technology growing and IB are examples of very positive things. Any other examples of the positive achievements. And the follow-up question, would be what the low points or challenges have been.
Dr. Hollenbeck: I think another positive is that we adopted site-based management; we have site-based councils at 10 or 11 of the buildings. That is another unique thing about Portage. Of course our Curious Kids program, the child care, and the Community High School, while not starting during this ten years has certainly mushroomed or blossomed with programs and services – that’s another positive. On the challenges, I’m trying to think back. This last year, of course, we went through considerable debate and emotional arguing back and forth about our science curriculum and as I went through that there were several times when I was president that there was equal amount of emotion, but I don’t know that it ever lasted as long as this did. In thinking about some of these issues, I know we had a community group that did some petitioning and got a lot of petitions to bring foreign language into the elementary school and increase our art program and they flooded the Board meetings and testified and said they needed this in the school system so there was quite a bit of controversy and unfortunately even though we wanted to, we never have fully gotten foreign language into elementary as those folks wanted to. We’ve had various incidents of things happening in school. 

TV: The continuing challenge would the need for renewal of bonds and millages. That would be an ever present challenge. 
Dr. Hollenbeck: Right. I think it’s not well understood by the community that the Proposal A funding is simply for operational funding and that we still need to go back and do milage elections for any capital projects and technology projects. And so over the 10 years, I’m not sure of the exact number, but we’ve probably done it five or six times. 

TV: And, of course, before you came onto the Board in 1994, the district didn’t pass a very large bond issue in the early 90s, but since that time has had a good track record of having them passed. 
Dr. Hollenbeck: I know a little bit about that. I think the prior track record to that, even when they were doing operating millages, the community was pretty consistent in favor of these millages. My political analysis of that particular issue is that they asked for a little too much, at a time when the national economy and local economy was suffering. 

TV: I know that 10 years is not a lot of time from a historical perspective, but with 10 years have you noticed anything different now than when you came on the Board, changes in students, faculty, and the district?
Dr. Hollenbeck: Right. I don’t notice any huge change; we’ve had quite a bit of turnover on the Board, but Portage, I think, has been blessed with good functioning boards, at least during the time I’ve lived in the community. A big change in our district was the superintendent two years ago, and I think that Dr. McFarlane has brought some changes and a different tenor to the whole district. 

TV: At the time of his hiring, with Jim Rikkers having served for 17 years, the history of the district has been one of a lot of continuity and leadership, with long-serving superintendents and board presidents too, like you.
Dr.  Hollenbeck: Yes, which is unusual for boards. A lot of boards go to one or two year terms for president. Kalamazoo, for instance, has a one year term, by practice; I don’t think it’s by policy.
TV: Well, are there any other comments that you’d like to make to add to the record.
Dr. Hollenbeck: I think not. I mean, you say 10 years is a short amount of time by historical standards; it seems like it’s been a long amount of time by living through it. 

TV: From a public service viewpoint, as a citizen, I know with how much time is involved with serving on the board, I know that 10 years is a long time.

Dr. Hollenbeck: But I’ve enjoyed it. It’s been a great learning experience and Portage is just a good place to live and to be on the Board of Education. We had a very supportive community, and very supportive parents, a good staff, good facilities. It’s been all in all, more pluses than minuses. A lot more pluses than minuses.

TV: Well great. Thanks for contributing to this project and we’ll get you a copy of the transcript when it’s ready and it will become part of this collection.
Dr. Hollenbeck: Thanks Tom. 
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