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Portage Schools Collection: Oral History Project

Interview with John Whyte, July 16, 2004
Conducted by Tom Vance, at the Portage Schools Administration Building.

Board of Education 1992 - 2001
President of the Board 1995 - 1996
TV:  Why don’t we start with a little about how you came onto the Board of Education and something about your service on the Board.

Mr. Whyte: Thanks for inviting me. I came onto the Board in 1992. I started out as an appointment [to the Board]. It was an interesting time for the Board, because previously there had been a bond issue defeat, which wasn’t something that Portage was accustomed to having occurred.  And one reason they were interested in appointing me is because I have a background in sales and marketing. And I think they felt, and I felt, that I could package future bond issues, put together with what we call a value proposition that would show the community that it was worthwhile to invest in Portage Schools. I was appointed in 1992 and then in 1993 I ran and was successful. I would like to open by mentioning the three strategic issues  on which I based my candidacy. 

The first one was a technology plan for the District. Technology was still in its infancy and I felt it was important for Portage to be a leader in Technology so that was a primary area that I campaigned on. The second item I campaigned on was what I refer to as pushing decisions down to the lowest level, or site-based decision-making. I felt that was an area we needed to improve upon. And the third was what I refer to as meeting the individual needs of all students. We’ve always done a good job at the highest end and lowest end, but I think that every single child deserves to have a chance to be successful and have a road map. So these were the three things that I ran on. I was successful and was on the Board for two terms plus [the first] one year; so a total of nine years. And I was president for one year in 1995-1996. During that time we were able to pass a successful bond issue. It was a very sweeping one; it was quite a large one. We did a good job of communicating with community stakeholders and that includes really all the members of a community. We went out to a lot of groups. Just basically for education, we weren’t trying to promote voting “yes” or “no,” we were just trying to educate what we felt the value was and it was very extensive. I won’t go into the details of it, but I think if you knew where Portage is now in technology compared with other districts, I think we rank pretty well and as people move into the area – I know when they talk to me, people being transferred in and they want to know what made Portage Schools – I believe our commitment to technology was one of those big items so I’m pleased to have been involved in that. 
Another big area for Portage – I wasn’t really the driver behind this, but it was very successful – was the IB [International Baccalaureate] program. This was a program that was designed, I feel, to take us into the global environment that was coming. The world is getting smaller, and as that is happening, we have to be more aware and our students have to be aware around the globe and be prepared and the IB program does a great job at that. For example, it introduces foreign language at an earlier level than it ever had before. Of course now we’re even talking about bringing foreign language down to the elementary level. So again, I think Portage is taking a lead role in that area. It also emphasizes diversity and working collaborately with people from diverse backgrounds, being respectful of those who come from different countries and different ethnic and religious backgrounds. It’s also an intense course for those who choose to take it. This is a totally optional program, but those who take it are assured of some very very rigorous classes in high school and in some cases they can possibly earn college credit. Portage has always served gifted and talented students very much and this is another way that people can strive for that, but it’s not only for gifted and talented. If a person has a special area they want to go into and they don’t want to do the whole IB program, they can certainly do that as well, go into that area and take classes they’re interested in and excel. 

The bond issues, as I mentioned, we were very successful in passing all the bond issues while I was on the Board. We did have another bond issue while I was president that we passed and so we’re very proud of that. So, if you look at some of the communities around us – the dozen districts around Kalamazoo County – they haven’t always been as successful. But Portage has always supported its schools and we’ve done a good job of educating people why it was a good investment and it’s paid off very well. 
TV: Related to that, you might want to mention what you do for a living, what it was you brought to the Board. 

Mr. Whyte: Okay, I’d be happy to. I work for the Eaton Corporation and came here in 1984 and have been with Eaton for 20 years and my focus area is sales and marketing. I’ve been a sales manager and am now a marketing manager for one of our divisions. The Board was interested in someone with my background in business and commercial perspective. I do not have an education background. My wife is a teacher here in Portage Schools so I certainly hear a lot about education, but I do think that was a valuable asset I brought to the Board. We’ve talked in our meetings about a lot of the initiatives that big corporations like Eaton do, in areas of quality; things like the Malcolm Baldridge Award and some of those things are starting to spill over to Portage. In fact, I would hope that Malcolm Baldridge has just started an educational component which they never had before and I would love to see Portage someday try to achieve world class status by being a Malcolm Baldridge school district because that would be a huge thing. And it really would bring national renown. It wouldn’t be easy; it would take quite a few years to do. One of the other things that’s been done, being in business and working with Education for Employment Program, is the link between business and education is growing and I believe that’s an important thing in terms of letting kids have an idea of what some of the specific professions are that are out there when they do graduate. Educating them and letting them get a little taste of a certain area, whether its pharmaceuticals or our area [at Eaton] of heavy manufacturing, truck manufacturing, is what we’re involved in, and truck components – so we try to bridge and have a good linkage there. But primarily, sales and marketing and working with the Board and trying to make that voice heard was one of the things I tried to accomplish. 

TV: Could you address a little about the dynamics of being on the Board; about being a board member and serving as president. The role of a board member. The different hats you have to wear as a board member.

Mr. Whyte: It’s a very good question, because I think this relates back to how the world is changing. There is much more consensus decision-making both in the workplace and in something like a school board and for me being exposed to having to work with seven people and having to reach consensus and to work through issues that were sometimes difficult. It’s a tremendous experience because no person is an island and unilateral decisions are really becoming somewhat the thing of the past. There certainly still are decisions that sometimes you make when you find where the buck stops. No question. That’s a great thing. It’s a great thing that the people are elected; it’s not always the same in other states. It’s also great that we all come from the community and you have to work together. Sometimes trying to get four votes [Board majority] wasn’t that easy. There was a lot of time taken. People see on cable the board meeting which might go two hours, might go two and a half hours, but it’s kind of like an iceberg. The work that is done before that meeting occurs on some of these difficult issues is just absolute hours and anyone who thinks about being a Board member -- it really is a huge time commitment because there are meetings, committee meetings, before the Board meeting and there are work study sessions. You could put in 20 hours a week without blinking an eye; could put in more if you had the time. It is a great thing to try to work with people of different backgrounds and come to consensus. It’s also great for the community. In many cases, when I was there, we had two kids in Portage Schools, and you’re already attending school events for your kids. You’re going to hockey games; you’re attending cross country meets, so you’re interacting with some of the primary stakeholders [and] getting a lot of feedback. I really enjoyed that.

People could call me at any time and we tried to help. Of course, we always couldn’t make everyone happy. Another thing we tried to do – and I tried to emphasize this while I was Board president – was what I referred to as sense of urgency or timely response to a request. We had people who would call with an issue and nobody likes to wait two weeks or a month for a response. If somebody writes us a letter or takes the trouble to come to a Board meeting, we like to address that issue quickly and I think we had a goal of trying to address it in a week. Something else that I was involved in that I think was innovative which I was very pleased with is that I pushed very hard to have at each Board meeting something involved with either a student or a teacher or staff member. In other words, some type of recognition of what’s going on in the schools. It helps us to understand at the Board level and it also recognizes, whether it’s a forensics championship, someone who did something in the fine arts, or someone who submitted a paper in science. We wanted to recognize those people. And that goes to teachers as well, if a teacher won a grant or something, I believe in that. It helps to bridge the gap in organizations. The other thing I pushed for, for just one year because it wasn’t logistically easy, was taking the Board meetings out to the schools, not just have them here in our Administration Building. So we tried once a month to go to a different schools and would invite in the principal, the staff, and any of the parents who wanted to come and let them air any individual issues they had, so we took the meeting to them. Part of my background is in complete customer focus and that is what we were trying to do, was make it as easy as possible for them to have access to the Board to surface what’s on their mind.
TV: Any education trends that changed or impacted the schools during your tenure?

Mr. Whyte: That’s a good question. There certainly are some trends that are important. The technology one, I think, we’re a little naïve if we think that by just putting technology in that that will all of a sudden make our students smarter or help improve their results on standardized tests and get into college. That’s not true. Technology integration into the curriculum is a huge, huge task that’s still evolving and still changing. So that is a very, very big item because technology is very powerful, but it has to be used properly. If it isn’t integrated properly, you’re not going to get the results you need. So that’s an area where I think Portage has done an excellent job in terms of the support system they have built up. There were other districts which passed technology bond issues but they didn’t pass through the ongoing support of both the infrastructure support and the education curriculum component integration. They didn’t have ongoing funds and so that’s caused some issues, so that’s a big one.
Another big one is that, frankly, public schools have come under fire. And there has been a move in Michigan to charter schools and for people to have school options. Part of Proposal A was to try to make each student have a certain per-pupil amount attached to their head, so the idea was that the student should have a choice of where to go and the money moves with the student. So the school has really got to perform or they will start losing funding. That’s a very huge issue. I think that Portage has proven to be very successful. I just read recently that one charter school has closed its doors. I’d have to say that I don’t really think that, frankly, they were ever really a challenge to us, but some of them are still out there. But in terms of the quality of teachers, the percentage of teachers with master’s degrees and advanced education, the benefits that we offer, and the salaries that we offer, charters really could not attract the top teaching talent in my view. But still, I like the idea of choice. I didn’t oppose it; there were some in the public sector, who did, but I believe in competition and I think Portage can take on competition wherever it comes from and I think our enrollment numbers show that we have survived. So, that’s a big trend. 

Another area, I think, that’s becoming a trend is [the question]: Is the U.S. going to stay competitive in the area of research and development, in patents, with emerging economies like India and China becoming very successful and cranking out huge numbers of degreed engineers, while the number of engineers in the US is dropping? These are very very big issues for our future in terms of innovation and things like patents. So we have to do more emphasis in the math and science area. We have to make sure we’re competitive on a worldwide level. Even countries like Germany, where it’s their culture, are known as very strong in engineering, they’re being challenged by people like the Chinese and the Indians. So, we have to improve in that area. As the stage becomes global, we have to own up to the fact that our standard of living may level off or partially decline because these emerging economies you’ve got engineers coming out of very strong schools that are making $20,000, where our engineers are making $70,000 or $80,000. That’s a very wide gap and they are very hungry over there. We’ve got to be competitive on a global basis. 
TV: During your tenure, John, the District celebrated its 75th Anniversary. You’re just one of 17 board presidents since 1922 and there have only been six superintendents. What does that say about the continuity over the years? Can you speak to the stability of the District over time?
Mr. Whyte: I think definitely. The fact that we haven’t had a lot of turnover either on the administrative or the Board is definitely a huge plus. When people are coming into the area and evaluating the schools, they’ll look at things like: have bond issues passed, is the Board solid, what type of people are attracted to the Board and serve – certainly [who serves] in the superintendent’s post – so absolutely, I think Portage has an outstanding reputation for stability and also for innovation. We’ve been involved in a lot of areas in terms of some of the certifications that we’ve had. And so I think we’ve tried to stay on the leading edge. The IB is another example of that. No, I was very pleased to be with such professional people. When you pick up the newspaper and read about Board spats and things that get ugly in other districts, it’s not pleasant, and we were never like that. I’m not saying we always got along, because we didn’t, but we always were professional and I think we always treated people who came to the podium to speak in a professional manner. And quite frankly, not all of the people who come to the podium are that polite. But we tried to treat them well. We tried to treat everyone as an individual and be respectful of others, so yes, I think we try to take the higher ground and stability was definitely a good thing for Portage. 
TV:  Are there, without going into too much detail, overall highs or lows in serving as a trustee and or as Board president. Some very satisfying aspects and other days when people don’t appreciate the role of a board member.
Mr. Whyte: I think what I really enjoyed and I mentioned it earlier – I’ve really enjoyed at each Board meeting having some student or teaching professional talk about something they did that was outstanding. That to me was very, very gratifying and you see things that you just wouldn’t have any way to find out. With a school district of 8,500 students you just can’t know all the great things going on. So, that was very very nice and something that I really enjoyed. I think it helped to highlight some of our accomplishments. That’s kind of a high point. I’d have to say that for challenging areas, certainly the negotiations with the different unions – that’s always very challenging and there’s always pressure there. One of the things that we did, that I didn’t talk about governance very much  – I think that Portage was very fair when we put a contract together during difficult times, which we certainly had, we tried to make sure that the teacher and other unions knew that the administration was hurting just as much as everyone else was hurting. If it was going to be a very small increase for teachers because of certain budget constraints, the administration – the principals and the people here, the directors and the superintendent – they would fall under the very same guidelines. I think we all shared the pain. Still, it was not always easy. 

Health care was a big issue. It’s a national issue and will be a big issue in the 2004 election and will not be an easy thing to solve. It’s another area where developing countries like China and India have a very big advantage over us because health care costs are a huge part of employee compensation and that’s going to have to be addressed. The teachers have a health insurance policy that is second to none and we were able to keep that just as absolutely as long as we could without virtually any contribution from the teachers, which in the private work place, it’s been at least ten years since we’d been helping to foot the bill. And so, finally, that has had to change, but I think it’s still quite reasonable. But that’s a very\ tough area.  I think teachers are known for not having the highest salaries and maybe they do deserve more – and I certainly wouldn’t dispute that – but the economics of public funding don’t allow that. So the health care and benefits became a very big item. And to try to have to make some changes there, that was a very difficult area. We looked at some outsourcing which also was a very touchy issue for things like food service and transportation. And those, of course, are always very very touchy issues. But I think we owed it to the community to take a look at what we refer to as non-core areas and see, just had to look at the alternatives there. 
TV: Board dynamics are interesting. Trustees are not usually educators. Could you address the strength of you all bringing your professions to the table? 

Mr. Whyte: No, it’s very true. On our board we’ve had some people with a very strong education background. I’m talking about from more of an economic point of view, a larger picture. We didn’t have ex-teachers on the board when I was there. From my own perspective, people who are experts in their field, whether it be a certain part of the curriculum like a high school chair of mathematics, I’m certainly not qualified to question what those people have to say. And the Curriculum Instruction Council – those are really the key people who understand that. There were other board members who maybe took more than a passing interest in that area because they had some expertise. I certainly didn’t feel that I did and so we certainly listen. I guess we try to take a more generic approach and also a community accountability approach. Let’s say someone wants to introduce a whole new curriculum and they want to have a whole new book or software they want to purchase. It’s our job just to try to do basic checks to make sure it’s responsible, that it’s the latest technology, and that we’re comfortable with it. From an education, knowledge, and curriculum stand point, we look at the testing, like the MEAP [Michigan Educational Assessment Program] testing. We look at – this is quite interesting, something I got involved in as a board member, I’m interested in knowing – with students that graduate what colleges our graduating students attend, two-year or four-year advanced schools. The exact details of what colleges kids are going to; it’s a reflection of how good of a job we’re doing. In the State of Michigan, certainly, the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor is the most difficult school to gain entrance to, so I think it’s a good barometer of how successful we are, both are they admitted to Michigan – which is not an easy thing to do – and then how successful are they at Michigan. We even did some follow-up on that. I think it gives us a very strong feeling that, okay, your own curriculum must be pretty much on track if they can do well on MEAP tests and do well on SAT and ACT [tests] and thrive at a place like Michigan. So that’s the way I like to look at it. The final success, you know, its not just education, it’s all around responsible students and certainly character education is important too. But it is our job, I feel, to make sure our students are well equipped and if they go off to KVCC, Hope, Western Michigan University, or University of Michigan that they are ready and won’t be falling behind and struggling.
TV: You’ve had a very busy nine years as a trustee. Is there anything else for the record that you wanted to share?
Mr. Whyte: No, I would say to those who think about being on the Board that it’s a lot of work, but the rewards are far greater because serving the community is something as important as education -- our kids are our future. More people should consider because, really, it’s a very much a growing experience, very rewarding. I found it extremely rewarding. At times, it was frustrating, as you mentioned Tom, but I think more people should consider it. We need to have more lively races. We had three people for two spots this last time [June 2004 school elections]. But the more people, the merrier as far as I’m concerned. And I enjoyed it very much and it was a pleasure to serve.

TV: Well, thank you for your service and thanks for participating in this project.

Mr. Whyte: Thank you, Tom.
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