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TV: Thanks for helping us with this project, Phil.

Mr. Sheldon: Glad to help out. It’s an interesting and exciting project.

TV: Let’s start with what you were doing professionally and how is it that you came onto the Board of Education.

Mr. Sheldon: Sure. It’s somewhat unique, in that I was a teacher in Portage Public Schools and before that was a student there. I came back to teach at Portage Northern; I taught at Portage Northern for ten years in the English and Journalism Department. I got very involved with public education. I spent my whole life there [in Portage] until moving to New York. While I was on the teaching side of things, I became interested in labor negotiations and actually was on the labor negotiating team for the teacher’s union in Portage for a number of years and serving as chief negotiator for the last three contracts. When I was recruited and went to work for The Upjohn Company and actually left education, I just didn’t want to not put to use the experience I got by working as a teacher and understanding public education, but also the experience I had as a negotiator where I was working most the time, thankfully, in concert with the administration trying to hammer out labor contracts and trying to make the overall system better for administration, teachers, and most importantly the students and the families that support the students. So when I left and went to Upjohn I decided to run for the board and I’d been at Upjohn for about three years and took a shot at it and ran against at that time the vice president and president of the board and was fortunate enough to be backed and I eliminated one of those people and was put onto the board. My whole thought was – it was a unique thing for a former teacher to get onto the board – but I think a lot of people saw it as a way for someone who has been in the system in kind of a different role to bring that perspective to the board and perhaps balance out some of the discussions and ideas and look at it from a different viewpoint than businessmen on the board or someone out of another professional arena.
TV: And yet you were coming to the board not only as an Upjohn employee, but as a professional communicator. 
Mr. Sheldon: Yes, again, I was an English major undergrad and a master’s degree, writing and public speaking were always strong suits and that’s good for an elected board member because you’re speaking and communicating with a lot of different publics in a lot of different situations. Most of them fortunately not adversarial, but some of them adversarial. From the Upjohn perspective I received support from my boss there; Upjohn at that time was the largest employer in the area and a strong supporter of a variety of community institutions, and again, one of the major focuses was education. They later went on to establish the magnet school, the [Kalamazoo Area] Math & Science Center. They were very supportive of that too.
TV: At the time you came on the board, Dr. Conti was superintendent and I guess one of the events that was happening at that point was declining enrollment. Would you say that was one of the defining issues? 
Mr. Sheldon: Yes, no question Tom. And again, I will start by saying that my first board meeting after being elected – one of the first decisions, first votes I was involved in was the decision to pink slip – I remember it well – 77 teachers, my former peers and friends, because of the declining enrollment issue. Now a lot of those teachers in the end were able to get their jobs back, but by law you have to give teachers advance warning if there’s the potential for them not to come back. The board and the administration always adhered to the law, but more than that to take a look at what was best for the overall community, including teachers, administrators, other union employees from bus drivers to maintenance. So that was my first board meeting and that’s one of those memories, that’s not a very pleasant one, but that I’ll always have. That really started, for the decade that I was on the board, was a very volatile decade. Volatile not in a way other than there was a huge fluxuation in the student enrollment across the nation, but particularly in Michigan and in Kalamazoo County and in this case, Portage directly because the declining enrollment lead to teacher layoffs and reduction of professional staff. But it also lead to the closing of schools and then some five, six, seven years later the enrollment went back up, so we had to go back for a millage and we actually built new schools and added onto schools; it’s one of those situations where if you don’t look at it closely, you think, wait a minute, didn’t we just close those schools and then reopen them. Wasn’t there some other way to do it. That was an issue that was very complicated and took a lot of our time to communicate to the public, and we tried to do that. We closed Pershing School, we closed Ramona Lane. One was bought by private owners, Upjohn actually bought one of the schools – they were looking to do something with it as a gymnasium for employees; they had different ideas. But those were two of the oldest schools in the district and needed a great deal of refurbishing. And in the end it was much cheaper to not try to buy those back or do something those, but rather build new ones. Plus the demographics in the city had changed with all the growth west of [US] 131 and all the expansion south of Centre Avenue, it was important to add on to schools like Waylee, add on to schools like Lake Center, and then to build the new elementary out by West Junior High [now West Middle School] because of the change and what was a growing population and an expanding Portage City. 
TV: So, if declining enrollment, resulting in teacher layoffs and building closures, was one of the biggest challenges – at least during the early part of your board service – could you counter that with any of the positive things. 
Mr. Sheldon: Again, the idea of the closing and all, it did turn around. One of the things the board has privy too, is a great deal of information. Whatever the board needs to make an educated and informed decision and communicate appropriately to the community at large. It’s not about the board and it’s not about the school administration, as much as it is about the parents who have the children in those schools and those parents also as taxpayers. That’s kind of a double-edge sword too because they want the very best education for their children and I did too; I had three children in Portage Public Schools who are very successful I’m happy to say. But at the same time, it’s the burden of most of the funding, particularly in Michigan over the last 20 years, comes out of tax dollars. The federal support and the state support have dwindled for public education and that increases the burden of the individual tax payer, so there’s always balancing that issue. But on the possible side I think being able to communicate and having a population of parents and/taxpayers out there who 1) are involved, who listen, who want to learn. When we had public meetings, I would expect parents whose neighborhood school was about to be closed to push back. In the end, they supported, they listened, and understood and they may not agree with the position totally, but in Portage there have only been a number of millages that have gone down in the history of Portage Public Schools. I think the positive is that people are involved. Coming to a school board meeting or watching it on Cable Access is not one of the most exciting opportunities that citizens have, but that said, we always had a pretty good audience for most of the meetings except sometimes in the summer it dwindled off. We had people who would come to the board and express their opinion with the open mike people and we had people who would come to town meetings. In a community where you’re working in vacuum and you don’t get the feedback, positively or negatively, I think that’s a real negative. So the positive side, even on the toughest issues, is to have the community backing it, involved, willing to listen and weigh all the information and hopefully make the right decision involving a public election. I think that’s a positive. The other thing that happened was labor negotiations. The largest – by far – expense in public education is teacher’s salaries. It’s a labor intensive situation and yes, you have your brick and motor building, and you buy books, and you have supplies, but you’re talking about staffing as the backbone of any school. Labor negotiations used to be a really challenging and difficult, abrasive and negative situation and often times both sides – it’s part of the history of labor negotiations – weigh each other out and often times you’d be supposedly negotiating all summer long and you’d get to two before school and you’d get serious about it and then there were threats of strikes. I was involved in some of that on the teachers side; just bad timing. But one of the things that I think the teacher’s union and administration – and I think it was driven a lot by the Board – was why does it have to be adversarial. I mean, we’re in this together and at the end of the day, it’s about the students who go to these schools. So we were able to get negotiations stated earlier, not just for the teachers’ association, but for all of the unions that are involved, all of the employees. Try to work out what are the major issues. If it’s a situation with a declining enrollment and you’re not going to be able to put as much in salary – and that’s tied to the economy as well, particularly the cost of living – are there other things that teachers want and need. Is it dealing with classroom size and being about to spread out dollars to keep class size down; thereby increasing the ability or effectiveness of teachers and for students to learn. And there was always an openness to talk about things like that and I think over that decade that I was involved with the board we had strong board members and pretty solid administrators, and were able to make some progress there. 
TV:  Towards the end of your first term in 1986, Dr. Conti retired and of course he’d been superintendent for 16 years, so replacing Dr. Conti had to be a major mission for the board. 
Mr. Sheldon: Yes, and it was a difficult one. George Conti was really one of the great men of Portage and that goes much broader than just the fact that he was an outstanding superintendent. He was fair, he was strong. I can remember one situation with Dr. Conti that will always stand out. It was when I was in the classroom and there was a millage election. It was one of those rare times when it got voted down and it lost by a very narrow margin, and I can’t remember the votes, but it was, let’s say, a couple hundred votes.  The day after the election he had a special meeting in the auditorium at Portage Central High School and all teachers had to show up at 6:30, 7 a.m., and he was a strong powerful speaker and he had a very simple speech. He said the teachers here have a vested interest in a millage election in terms of their careers and their jobs, but more importantly in terms of what they do, in so far as the millage supports the school district in a way to allow the teachers to be more effective in the classrooms and to do what they do best under their tutelage. He said the election went down by X number of votes, and he said I want everybody in this room to know, I don’t know how you voted, but I do know if you voted – that’s public record – and his punch line was, the number of votes that lost the election, there were twice as many teachers who had not voted in the election. To me that’s one of those defining moments in your life. And fortunately I had voted, but I could have missed it. I could have gotten up late or gone to play basketball, but from that point on, the turn out for teachers in the district was about 95%, but you just don’t think about it, you get complacent. It’s like the presidential elections; well, my vote doesn’t count. But let me tell you, it does; every vote counts. George Conti, he wasn’t picking on anyone, he was just making a very valid point. And I guarantee that he voted in every election. He was a great guy and I think when he decided to retire, he gave us enough warning that we were able to work and come up with a superintendent, the decision was to use someone who was local, who knew the greater Kalamazoo area, and I think when Jim Rikkers came on he did an admirable job in very difficult times. The superintendent is like the president; they’re strong individuals, but a part of their strength is surrounding themselves with good people, talented people. I think George did that, and I think Jim Rikkers was able to do that in general. People like Tom Noverr, long-time financial wizard for Portage Schools, just a very smart, gifted person. There were other people; Mike Collins in terms of community relations. So you get a good superintendent with good people around them and that’s what it takes. All those people play a role with the board, because they’re all providing information, raising issues, problems, challenges, so that’s all part of it. 
TV: You might mention here why there is a brief gap in service between your first term and your second term. 

Mr. Sheldon: I resigned from the board. I was given an opportunity from Upjohn, besides the regular responsibilities at that time – my community relations, before I moved over to the marketing side to support PR – I was put in charge of the Upjohn Centennial which was an incredible, exciting event. And that was just a very demanding job, and leading up to it in 1986, very global in nature. And my feeling was I was not going to be able to devote the amount of time that a board member needs to commit to do the job and there were lots of things going on – we were in the process of beginning to look at increasing enrollment, new schools – and so I resigned from the board, regrettably, but I was looking at more travel and had three children in school. So my wife and I realized you don’t want to be gone four nights, five nights, and start doing a bad job doing a number of different things, so I decided to get off. I stayed involved, volunteered for a couple of committees so I stayed close to it. Once that was over [Upjohn’s Centennial] – it’s hard to say you missed being a board member because it’s often a hard task – but I missed being involved and having the impact I felt I was having as a board member. There was an opening, and I threw my hat in the ring for the appointment and then ran again unopposed the next time. 
TV: So you served two terms after you came back on the board.
Mr. Sheldon: Yes. 
TV:  You mentioned earlier about the creation of the Math and Science Center. Maybe you could discuss the activities that were happening during your second and third term regarding the academic reputation of the district, like the creation of the IB program or the overall performance level of the district.
Mr. Sheldon: Yes. Portage Schools, fortunately, always had strong leadership, excellent teachers; I think tremendous parental support which is really the root of success for any school district I think. They were always looking to improve on what was a good curriculum, good outcomes, whether you measured in terms of graduates, the number of college students, test scores; they’ve always been strong. But everybody can improve and there were a number of movements within the district. The IB program was one of those. One of the things that the board tried to do was to listen to the needs of all students across the board and historically Portage has done a good job with that. They moved from the college prep piece to the IB piece. They’ve been very progressive with how they looked at students who maybe are going to have by their senior year or second semester of senior year enough credits for graduation and they put together programs with Western, Kalamazoo College, Kalamazoo Valley Community College, for students to start those college programs and gain credits before they leave high school. At the same time, they had a strong trades program. The students who are in what used to be the co-op program, which moved to distributed education and I can’t think of the terminology now…
TV: Education for Employment

Mr. Sheldon: Yes. And I think some of the things the teachers did in that program, changing a distributive ed class to a retailing or marketing class, actually modernizing it and bringing it up to speed, so students graduate and maybe they’re not going to college but they’re qualified and want a job in retail and had a chance to get experience in the world of work has been very strong. So there were a lot of changes and some of those where somewhat directed or initiated by the state board of education and in some cases there were federal programs that pushed that. But those [efforts] were more of an extra push, because Portage has always, most of the time, had strong curriculum and people. They’ve done a good job in the summer in taking department heads and strong teachers and having them work very hard over the summer on improving from year to year what had worked and what hadn’t worked, analyzing that. They’ve always had dollars to cover that kind of work in the summer. So those are very strong initiatives that have resulted in, I think, Portage still being one of the leading districts; you would know that better than I. But I don’t believe there has been any drop off in academic performance across the board whether its college or whatever standards you use.  

TV: With your 12 years of service on the board, can you recall any trends or changes in Portage Schools, or in the education environment they were operating in.

Mr. Sheldon: Yes, I saw some things. The biggest one started when I was in the classroom. I remember a couple of things. I remember once going up and actually picketing in Lansing because of the drastic cuts in state dollars for the public schools. And it was just one of those things that devastated the schools over a period of ten, 15, or 20 years and I think that lack of federal and state dollars – yes local control is important, but there was a huge shift there. At one point, the statistics won’t be right here, but at one point Michigan was in the top ten in the nation for state support. And again, I understand the need for local support, but there should be a balance there. I remember four or five years after that we were 41st I think in state support – and that was in a short period of time – so the briskness of that change, if it’s going to happen, needs to be planned for and you have to be warned if a company is going to have to reduce wages, it’s pretty hard to do it by saying that okay, we’re going to reduce your wages by 1/3 and do some cost cutting, we’re going to have to cut 2% a year or 5% a year. That was very devastating. At the same time, this state and the federal government, were imposing a lot programs, mandating programs, that had to be funded by the local schools without commensurate dollars. You had sort of a double hit there. It was very very difficult. So, I mean, if you’re going to put in a new program to be mandated, something else usually has to go or you have to go back for a significant millage. You have to be careful, again, the way that tax dollars work and there was a great tax break in property taxes during the middle of my time on the board which helped ease a lot of things. But every time you go back, you’re taxing not just parents who have students in school at that time, but you’re taxing young home owners who don’t have kids, you’re taxing senior citizens on fixed incomes. So balancing that and making the numbers, unfortunately, I think, too often took up more of the board’s time than it should have, where we should have been looking more at what we were talking about earlier, like curriculum challenges and how to improve the schools across the board as opposed to balancing a budget. And in the end, that become one of the most frustrating things to me. Numbers are a part of our lives, whether we’re balancing our checkbooks, dealing with numbers in our business situation. I had a great treasurer for most the time I was there; Joe [Atkinson] was just terrific. But, he was the treasurer and he was working most closely with Tom Noverr on behalf of the board but the rest of us had to understand the costs of a new building, the cost of renovation, we had to understand the cost of expanded driver’s education program. That was the very frustrating thing for most board members because that’s not what we planned to be doing for a three or four hour board meeting or a half-day special meeting looking at the budget. I think other trends, though, that were good was the idea…Well, one other negative one was the battle between private and public education.  Towards the end of my career [on the board], getting into things like vouchers and all of that – all the private academies, private schools – that’s a difficult one because it’s a very emotional issue. As a board member you try to be as neutral as you can be when looking at things. But if you’re a board member for a public school, it’s pretty hard for you to deal with something where students who are having most of their education in the private school, the law says they can come sit in on things the private school doesn’t offer. There was a lot of teeth gnashing and difficult challenges there. Going back just briefly to the Math and Science Center. That was a terrific gift from The Upjohn Company and a very difficult one to pull together, but I think it’s benefited the greater Kalamazoo area terrifically and Portage Schools have been a part of that. It’s just a wonderful choice and options for a number of students. On the positive side of the trends, I think that students – I don’t know if the exercise or the food we eat – continue to get bigger, stronger, faster, smarter, their intellectual capacity is great; things that happen in society whether it’s too much TV we had to deal with or the influx of drugs across the border from marijuana to harder things and there’s always people experimenting with alcohol and all of that. And often times the students spend more time in the schools than they do waking hours at home. So you’ve got some responsibility to deal with all that and I think the Portage Schools have done an adequate job, but you can always improve. But overall, the students who are coming in reflects on the homes and parents. They just keep getting brighter and more energetic, and more open and they also demand more – and I don’t mean in a negative way – but they demand better classes, better teachers, they want to be challenged more. I think that’s a very good thing and it’s incombant upon the schools to meet that challenge.
TV: Having worked as a teacher probably made you somewhat unique as a trustee. I suppose that not many trustees had been teachers. 

Mr. Sheldon: No, I don’t think there were any others as teachers when I was in there. There were a few others when I’d go to national meetings. What it did, I think, was that it gave me the perspective of [realizing that] it’s easy for us as board members, or it’s easy for parents in the audience to talk about teachers in terms this is what they do, this is what they don’t do. I was in that classroom for a decade in Portage and a year before that in Flint, and I know what the demands are on teachers. If the class size is 35 versus 30, versus 25. I know what it’s like to have to deal with students who aren’t prepared, students who don’t have parental support. You go to a parent-teacher conference and the parents are parents of A or B students.  The parents you really want to and encourage more support from don’t show up. There are lots of those kinds of things, that unless you get in the classroom, you don’t understand that. So, I think it did give me a perspective, let me give you the other side of that story. If you’re trying to go from five periods a day to six periods a day. You’re trying to do this; you’re trying to do that. Here’s what the impact is on the instruction that goes on in those classrooms, etcetera. So I think that helped a lot. I think also, in terms of textbooks and changing curriculum and all of that; it’s one thing to say okay, we’re going to move to this program next year. Okay, well nobody on the board really has to do anything with that program, and none of the administration has to do anything with that program, and certainly the parents don’t, except dealing with the different kinds of homework. The teachers are the ones who have to implement any significant change in the curriculum or the school day. So, if we’re going to do that, why don’t we pilot that at one school or one grade level, and let’s see what it takes to implement it and then we’ll roll it out over one year or two years or three years, or we’ll start with 7th grade and then 8th grade. So some of those things I think I was able to benefit the overall board and administration to push back a little bit. 
TV: By 1995, you’d served for 12 years and had been board president for those last four years. Something Upjohn related had a little bit to do with you deciding that 12 years was enough on the board. 
Mr. Sheldon: Yes, it was a number of things. There’s a point when you’re on the board – I’m not criticizing any board member who serves for more than the time I did and I think people like Gayle Werme and others served a lot longer than I did – but I think in some cases you do get burned out; it takes it’s toll. I think if you’re president or vice president you’re involved in three or four times as many meetings than just the board meetings because you’re dealing with evaluations of the superintendent and we did a number of things. We formalized that board evaluation piece. We evaluated the self-evaluation and strengthened the evaluation of the superintendent. There were a lot of other meetings there. You get a little burned out. Some people are of the mistaken opinion that as a board member you’re compensated for your time, but it’s really not a paid position. It’s time away from family and time away from job, and you do get a little frustrated. And I think I’m proud of the time I served on the board and I’m proud of a lot of the things that got accomplished, but in fairness – like during my time as board president – things happened that as a board president I would have liked not to have had happen. I would have liked for the board overall to have been stronger. Oftentimes – and I don’t think the administration does anything to keep the board, that’s not the point – but they try to be efficient in what they use the board for. The board is a policy making board. The board should not get involved with the hiring and firing of employees. They hire one person and that’s the superintendent. And there were times when employee issues were brought to the board that was inappropriate, there’s a procedure for that. I can remember very clearly there was a meeting when I was out of town, I was in California, and my vice president was running the meeting and there was a situation involving an employee, a coach, and the board sort of supported the dismissal of this coach and that was totally inappropriate and we tried to change and make sure that didn’t happen again, but it was one of those situations where no one was minding the store and I think that gets frustrating. Going back to the knowledge piece, sometimes it’s a matter of the board, or an officer of the board, knowing what to ask the administration, being aggressive and saying I need to know this in order to make a good decision, in order to move forward and without it I can’t move forward. Well, sometimes you’d like more information but there are deadlines that are being imposed based on budget or whatever, and it gets really frustrating and it gets tiring. At the time I got off the board, my employer – then Upjohn, soon to be Pharmacia at that stage of my career – was going through a huge merger. My responsibilities had increased – Tom, you and I worked together, so you know exactly how the work increased – and I think, again, it was one of those times where if through a combination of my not thinking I can take it any farther than I have, along with personal and professional challenges, it’s just a matter of being the time to step down and not seek re-election and let somebody else step in. And I know some really good people have.
TV: Well, this helps a lot to fill in the record for the 1980s and first half of the 1990s. I don’t have any further questions unless there is anything else you want to impart.
Mr. Sheldon: No, maybe a comment for posterity and future boards. I think it’s important for every school district to have a strong board and I think Portage needs a strong board. If you look back, you say I was on the board for 10 years and what did we really accomplish, well, if you dig down, you accomplished a lot. You steered the district through tight times, closing buildings millage elections, I think one of the things that’s important is just the day-to-day, what some people would say is the rubber stamp kind of thing, but it’s hiring teachers, trusting the administration and then supporting them when they’ve recommended some teachers be hired and be sure that the right information is going out either via the board or under the board’s direction through the administration, so keeping the communication channels open. We tried very hard, I think, in my 12 years on the board. I can only remember a half dozen closed meetings and there are very rules on closed meetings, but I know there are some districts that play around that. The school board is elected by the citizens. They are there to do a job and to work with the administration but they have to remember that it’s the citizens that put them there. They weren’t appointed by the school administration. They weren’t appointed by the teachers. So, their first and foremost responsibility is to the voters who elected them. Therefore to the school system and the children who are in the schools. I think that’s really important and should be the guideline. I think a board should be aggressive. A board should be asking questions of the administration and should be seeking outside opinions from the very best sources whether its architects on building a school, engineers on refurbishing a school, outside curriculum people to make sure that you’re getting the best advice and counsel if you’re going to make a change in the curriculum. The resources are there and I think the board should never operate in a vacuum. I appreciate you involving me in this and doing this project; I think it’s a great project. 
TV: Well, I appreciate your time with this project and all of your years of service. Thanks again. 

Mr. Sheldon: Okay, thanks. 

PAGE  
9

