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Board of Education: 1956-1970

Board President: 1961-1970

TV: Thanks for helping us out with this project. You’ve served 14 years on the Board of Education from 1956 to 1970, and were president of the board from 1961 to 1970. What were you doing professionally at the time and how is it you came to be on the board?

Dr. VanderRoest: Well, Tom, it was kind of interesting because I was the first dentist in Portage and I had my office on the corner of Centre and Westnedge right on the four corners in a house. I was there a few years. I thought it would be interesting to be on the Board of Education. I happen to be playing golf at the time and it was about the third year after I started my practice.  I was playing against Varl Wilkinson. I talked to my wife Ruth about it and she said it would be interesting to be on the Board of Education. So, I asked Varl on the golf course. I said, “Varl, I’m kind of interested in running for the board.” He looked at me and said, “Well, do you have a complaint?” I said, “No, not at all.” I just wanted to feel that I can be a part of the community and with my educational background I thought I could be of service. So, that’s how I decided to run. And that’s interesting too, if I might add this to it. There were three of us running for two positions. Abe DeBoer, myself, and Hayes Whisler, an incumbent, so I thought, well, they’re not going to vote for me. Abe got a total, as I recall, of 86 votes. And I got a total of about 74 or 75, something in that range. Mr. Whisler only received 58. Now that’s a big turn out for voting. So Abe and I were elected on the board and I served those years. 
TV: Those must have been interesting years. Of course, Portage wasn’t even a city then when you were running; it was a township. Could you talk about the highlights of your board service. One of them must have included the hiring of Dr. Conti, and the years of under Varl Wilkinson were real growth years. 
Dr. VanderRoest: Well, that was a very interesting growth in the Portage area because of the new homes being built and of course Upjohn Company came in then. It just seemed to multiply. It seems like we were building a school either every year or maybe one every two years or something like that. So, it was very interesting. I think we put up a good school system too. I can remember, if I can tell you a story. I’d been gone – I was president of the board at that time. When I got back I was informed that we had a special meeting of the community. And I said, oh, and they said, well, you’ll find out more. So, I asked Varl about it and he told me that it was about the millage, the only one I recall we’d lost, for $400,000. I said, okay, we’ll see what we can do at the meeting. Well, we had Central’s cafeteria jam packed with people, I don’t know how many, but I would say maybe a minimum of 300, probably as many voters as we get. I thought, oh, boy, this will be something to conduct this meeting. So, I immediately said, now I’d like to hold this down to three minutes per person, because I’d like to have as many people to speak as possible. And I think if we can keep this an adult situation it will be alright. This one lady stands up and starts talking, but then a man in the back stood up and said: Well, if you don’t think I’m an adult, I’m leaving. And I thought, oh, now what do I do. I said I’m sorry this was said. Well, how lucky could you be, being in charge of that number of people. He left. The rest of the meeting went well. We were very fortunate. One thing happened after that. The next day, we had a serious accident that happened. To get the money [lost from defeat of the millage], we had to move busing from ¾ mile to a mile and a half because the state only paid the mile and a half and beyond. That’s why the parents were really upset, those that were there on the next day. There was an accident at Lake Center; where there was a  new concrete side walk and a biker ran into a car, but was not injured. That immediately got people very upset. When I heard about that I said, oh, no. Then they started petitions going against us and accusing us, and accusing me, of burying $400,000 in my backyard. So the next year, we had these people coming all the time, not that number, but maybe 40 to our meetings. So at the next board meeting I said that if anyone wants to dig up my backyard and find what they accused me of doing they are welcome to do it, but they must put it back the way they found it if they don’t find anything. That rumor stopped. 
TV: The trials of public service. By 1960, the board grew from five members to eight. Or to seven.
Dr. VanderRoest: To seven…

TV: Yes, the eighth being the board secretary from the administration. So the board grew during that time. Well, by your last year on the board you were replacing the superintendent.

Dr. VanderRoest: I don’t recall anything other than the fact that we did interview a number of them. I couldn’t tell you off hand what it was. We were impressed with George [Conti] because he was a very knowledgeable person with a personality that was a plus. I think he did a very very fine job when he was here. 
TV: And Wilkinson had been superintendent for quite a long time. A lot of continuity for the District. Would you say the hightlight of your board service was replacing Varl Wilkinson and the growth of the schools over that time.

Dr. VanderRoest: I would say that, and with the support we had of the schools. The one millage only that was defeated, we came back in another year and everything was passed. The people in Portage have been very supportive of the schools.

TV: Could you talk about the duties of a board member. Many people would not appreciate the time commitment, and the things you wrestle with.
Dr. VanderRoest: When I first started, I was obviously practicing dentistry. I talked with some of the dentists about what they thought of it. They said you’ll probably lose patients. I thought, well, I guess so, but people accepted me very well in the community. And I didn’t lose any patients; in fact I think I gained some. Once in a while there was talk in the office, but otherwise not at all. Serving on the board, you feel like you’re doing something really good for the community. Making sure the textbooks were there, that the buildings were there. And all things like that. Of course we met a couple times a month. It was just interesting. I can’t say that I did anything because the board as a whole did things.  I had to make a lot of speeches throughout the community, being chairman of the board. 
TV: Regarding interaction with the superintendent, did the Board follow a certain protocol with its relations with the superintendent.
Dr. VanderRoest: We were very impressed with Varl. He was an exceptionally good one. I can’t think of any problems we had with him, except that we hated to see him retire.

TV: During the 1960s, obviously this was a tough time for the country and communities were dealing with issues on the local level. Was it a tough time to serve on the school board?
Dr. VanderRoest: Well, we were really fortunate in that we became a city. We were told that Kalamazoo was going to take over [annex the land where] the Upjohn Company and petitions went around, from what I understand the petition to become a city with the boundaries of the township were presented to the county with a half hour to go. We felt good that we could now become a strong school system. 

TV: It’s interesting that you continued your service in education beyond being on the Portage Schools Board. Three years later you joined the Kalamazoo RESA board of education.

Dr. VanderRoest: The Kalamazoo Valley Intermediate School District, KVISD…

TV: Yes, it has changed names since then. You served on that until 1990 and then went onto the Kalamazoo RESA Foundation board. Can you tell us about your service there.
Dr. VanderRoest: It’s kind of an interesting story. I thought my term of working with the schools was going to end. Well, Dr. Conti came to me and said would you like to serve on the board of KVISD. I said, well, it would be interesting as a county function. After I got on it, I found out there was quite a conflict going on between the superintendent of KVISD and the other superintendents in the county. That was why he wanted me to be on that board, with my background I knew what local schools I understood what the local schools had to do. So that’s how I got onto the KVISD board. And I enjoyed that very much. Not because of me, but because of the total board working, we got things straightened around in about a year. All the superintendents now got along with our superintendent well with our superintendent and it went along. It was enjoyable working with the intermediate because we were involved with different situations. We weren’t involved with the students, but with all the school districts and how we could work together. 
TV: You were still involved in some of the same issues that you faced on the Portage Board. higher level involving the whole county.
Dr. VanderRoest: Yes.
TV: Then you went on to serve on the Kalamazoo RESA Foundation Board. What about your service there.
Dr. VanderRoest: That was probably one of the easier boards I’d ever served on. 

TV: I noticed they have honored you. I’ll make it a part of the record how KRESA recently devoted a tribute to your service on both their boards in the August 16 issue of the Portage Gazette recognizing your retirement from the Foundation board.

Dr. VanderRoest: Well, I felt it was time for somebody else. I’m getting a little older than when I first started there. It was very enjoyable working on that board. I set up scholarship, and a number of others have set up scholarships for students to go onto college from the area. It’s been fun working with that. You still turn your hair gray, more to do from age than from problems. 
TV: With all your years of service, and it’s quite a record building up from 1956 to now with these three institutions, do you have any final reflections of your service over the years. 

Dr. VanderRoest: Well, that would take quite a bit. I feel real good that I was a part [of this], the small part I did play. It was good to see the new buildings coming in and the students coming out that were going onto college. Portage School system has been a very good one. I couldn’t tell you what percentage when onto college, but I know it’s a good percentage. Of course, we lived in a community, a bedroom community, of people who had education and wanted their children to have education, so it was good. Serving on the Intermediate board and finally KRESA was very very interesting to be acquainted with other superintendents and talk with them about their school systems. One thing that I enjoyed very much and we were fortunate with in the Portage district was that we could build schools. And there were enough teachers to fill them. And we had a very good teaching staff.  I’ll remember one thing about the teaching staff that was kind of interesting. That was when they were able to bargain with the Board and a number of us had a play that we’d put on for the service club, which was the Optimist Club. We got through and we’d found out from Varl that the teachers were meeting and we thought gee, maybe we could get an agreement. So we on the board, we had a majority there, we snuck in the back way and they were still meeting – it was about 11 o’clock, and somehow they found out that we were there. They said, no we’re not going to give. And finally at 3 o’clock in the morning we left. Everything went well. That was an interesting thing and we eventually did come to an agreement.
TV: A significant event that occurred during your time was the addition of a high school in 1964 with Northern High School. That must have involved a lot of community dynamics.
Dr. VanderRoest: Of course, any building that we built, we went to the community to talk to them and to religious groups. The Gazette had good press for us, and that was a big help. And we were getting a good section of voters in there. They were educated and they knew what education meant. They knew we needed a new one and they passed the millage. The only problem that we had, and this just came up again, was that they don’t have a football field. We didn’t do that because we thought it would be handy in the center of the city, and I understand what they want. But they had a much better gymnasium that they call the Iglo for their basketball games and volleyball. It was interesting to see that go. The building itself is so different from what you normally see. 

TV: It’s still referred to as the new high school.  

Dr. VanderRoest: Yes, I know. 

TV: Actually, it looks much newer than it is. 

Dr. VanderRoest: Yes, it does. They’re starting to run out of room for a football field. Otherwise they have everything else. They have the soccer field and plenty of parking.
TV: Unless you have something you have to add, I think we have covered most of the highlights from these years. Millages and bonds to pay for the growth. 
Dr. VanderRoest: Well, we had to work hard on that. We had all kinds of meetings. I know I talked in front of St. Monicas, and talked in front of others. And the rest of time we had, any place we could go we would talk about the school and why we needed it. It was interesting. Met a lot of good people. We’ve been very fortunate. Just the one millage while I was on was defeated. Otherwise, they went along with the schools. One thing that helped us, as we grew, and put in the homes we put in, we could maintain the same millage which I think was 6 mils. And we could just hang onto that and build a school because we had the growth, and businesses came in and of course the Upjohn Company. Oh, incidentally, another thing that was very good about that. The treasurer of the Upjohn Company was on the board at one time and we needed appropriately $400,000 to start school. We didn’t need it, because we could borrow it. He said how about if Upjohn gave you $400,000 in September and that would carry us through until January when the new taxes came in. And so we didn’t have to borrow money. And that went on for as long as I was on the board, even when the fellow who was the treasurer at Upjohn retired, they still kept on doing it. Upjohn has always been community oriented. And they did a wonderful job for Portage. When you think about that much money and what the interest rates were at that time, some of them were pretty high, not one or two percent. So we were able to go ahead with school in September and not be in debt. So I thank the Upjohn Company for letting us have that $400,000.
TV: Was that for Northern.

Dr. VanderRoest: No, for the whole school district, for the operating fund. Of course with the millage, they knew when you’d be paying off the debt. That would be coming in after the first of the year.
TV: Well, this is very helpful to fill in the record of the school district. We appreciate your help with this and your years of service to the District.
Dr. VanderRoest: I’ve enjoyed it very much and felt good to be a part of it. 
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