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Interview with Dr. Bill Boyer, August 11, 2004

Conducted by Tom Vance, at the Portage District Library, in the Gourdneck Lake Room.

Board of Education: 1968 - 1987
Board President: 1970 -1975
TV: Thanks for helping us out with this project. You were on the board for 20 years, and you were board president from 1970-1975. Let’s start off with you saying a little bit about what you did when you came onto the board and how it is you came to be on the board.

Dr. Boyer: Alright. I’m a local veterinarian and I opened my practice in Portage in 1960. I practiced until 1993 and then retired. Twenty of those years were spent on the Portage Board of Education. I think I was elected in 1968, as I recall, and at that time a reason I ran for the board was I formally practiced in Hartford, Michigan, and I was on the school board in that particular town. We had to build some buildings and had the usual milage requests. I was secretary; in those days, the secretary was the executive director of the board. We had some hard times there. Plus, we had to hire a superintendent during my tenure on the board over there. So that gave me a little background onto the duties of a being a member of the board of education. So, after being here for a few years, I decided to throw my hat in the ring and got elected. 

TV: When you started your service on the board – that was during the tenure of Superintendent [Varl] Wilkinson.

Dr. Boyer: Yes.

TV: And your service on the board might be unique because you started with Varl Wilkinson and then with Dr. [George] Conti through Jim Rikkers. Could you talk a little about the transition from Wilkinson to Dr. Conti – about the transition?
Dr. Boyer:  Obviously, each superintendent brings their own unique style to an educational system. Varl Wilkinson was a very very able superintendent. I would consider him the founder, the basis of education in Portage. He was a very strong individual. He knew everything that was going on – was involved in everything, had his hands and mind in everything that was being done. He ran a very tight ship, was aware of all circumstances. Dr. Conti was a more of a delegator type of superintendent. He was a very good PR man. He knew everybody by first name. He was a remarkable individual and a tremendous personality and he wasn’t afraid to delegate, as opposed to the Varl Wilkinson style.  Jim Rikkers, when he came on the board, was more of a quiet individual; he was one who sat back, did not appear too much in the forefront. He more or less delegated responsibilities, but he controlled things. So that just informs you of what I see as the different style of what each superintendent brought to Portage.

TV: What would you say where the biggest highlights during your service, both as trustee and as president.

Dr. Boyer: Well, to begin with, any board member, the one biggest factor we have is economic issues. Portage is unique, because during my time we grew from a town of under 20,000 to over 40,000. That was a tremendous boom in population. During that period – it was during the Vietnam War and after – during that period most families had large families. Now-a-days one or two, three at the most, but then five, six or seven was not unusual. Alright, you throw a combination of population explosion, especially in school age children. You add that to the factor that we went through a high inflationary period, and you have economic problems. In the old days, back in the 30s, 40s, schools were predominately funded by state aid. About the only thing the local population was expected to fund were buildings, which were bonded and they were modest amounts. But all of a sudden, with this expanding population, this meant a booming child population, which meant more teachers, more facilities, more programs. The state aid formula did not keep up with expanding cost. The state aid was something you could never count on because, unfortunately, state aid to schools tended to help poorer districts more than your wealthier districts. There was a formula change every year. We never knew how much. This added to the complication. Well, the residents, who were asked to pick up the bill so to speak, usually did not understand this. They were asked to fund tremendous costs through millage on their property and they didn’t know why. Because of the extreme population we had to build new buildings. Teachers were underpaid. They were at the lower end of salaries. All these factors, brought together, created an economic crisis. My biggest recollection was trying to explain this to voters and get adequate funding. 

The second issue of our board was policy. The board was involved in policy. Policy is nothing more than a set of rules that govern how we run the district. Well, we attempt to set policy based on tradition. However, during my particular tenure on the board, we were running through a time of discourse, of protest. The Vietnam War was in full progress. The kids that were attending school, especially in high grades, were protesting everything from long hair to school hours, to riding buses. So, we had tremendous turmoil in trying to adhere to our policy. Every time we set a policy we found out it was unenforceable or created so much discourse.

The third one, of course, was the curriculum. Now, board members – usually when they run for the board – say they want to do this, they want to do that about curriculum. But in truth, most of the curriculum is designed by committee. Committees selected usually with  teachers, parents, representatives of the administration. They would view the facts and then they present a recommendation to the board. Board members very seldom sat on a curriculum committees. We’d ask questions. Usually the research was so thorough, we would literally rubber stamp what the committee had done, which were – by and far – very detailed. We have a tradition of good education in our schools. So our curriculum was good and administrators had very little play in that aspect.

The fourth aspect was what I call ceremonial. This is things like athletic events, band concerts, millage meetings, and public appearances. A lot of the board members would participate in those and being a board president, I was asked almost weekly to attend various meetings of various kinds plus ceremonial events. That covers the range of what a board member does, what I’d experienced and what I’d done.

TV:  During your tenure, well, you spoke about growth which caused a lot of effort to keep up with the growth and I know during the Conti years, you actually had the difficult task of closing schools. And then things leveled out.

Dr. Boyer: That was the later part of, yes. That backfired too, because when we would build new schools, people would ask why we would need to build new schools, population shifts, the idea of renovating old buildings – it was cheaper to sell them or tear them down. Things were different. The building codes were different. The facilities you needed were different -- wiring for computers, telephones – older buildings were inadequate. That created another hassle.

TV: Your years are interesting, because when you came on to the board, the school district wasn’t the district it is today. But would it be correct to say that by the time you left, it was the district we still have today.

Dr. Boyer: I would say so, although as always, the present board is dealing with economic issues as all boards deal with that constantly, the one and foremost problem – to find the funding. As our district expanded, there were always pressure groups. As an example, in the middle of my tenure, swimming pools. Well, swimming pools are not cheap. But they worked like beavers to coral enough votes and it passed. But this also added to the total cost which compounded our economic picture. Also, athletic facilities, and they wanted expanded facilities [so] we kept adding programs, extra languages, the list goes on and on. 

TV: As a board member, I guess one of the most challenging community relations aspects of the job are special interests, each one might be valid in its own, but lots of different groups.

Dr. Boyer: It is pressure groups wanting their own project, which are all good. It’s just a matter of funding them, which board members have to look at. Sometimes they would be viewed as being rather negative people. It had to fit into the total scheme.

TV: With two decades on the board, you were involved in education long enough to see observe some trends. You weren’t operating in a vacuum. Things were going on in the state and across the country during those 20 years like the Vietnam War and attitude of protest. When you look back over the years, what trends do you recall.

Dr. Boyer: Oh, yes, I think what you say is very very true. We do not sit in a vacuum. What’s happening around us – the nation, state, the world -- effects us. It is a changing world. Society is changing. We do things now that we wouldn’t think of doing 50 years ago. In dress style alone, there was a time when all kids were expected to wear nice pants and shirts, and girls in skirts. Now, when you see them, you wonder where they do their shopping. But, that is society, and we should not make judgments based on what a person wears or what they look like. I am somewhat concerned that this discourse that’s happening today – I’m certainly in favor of women entering the work force, but I think one of the prices we pay is that we don’t have a lot of mothers at home anymore. I think our children are suffering because they don’t have the nurturing they should have.  It is a price we have to pay. Every time you get a benefit, you also get a backlash in another area and that’s an example of it. I am in no way critizing women’s opportunities – it’s a trend, in answer to your question. 

TV: You mentioned that curriculum was one of the four key things trustees had to manage. Again, with your 20 years, any recollections of how the district academic reputation grew over the years since you came to the board. How it changed toward the very good reputation we have now doesn’t happen overnight.

Dr. Boyer: I think that Portage has always had the reputation of having a tremendous educational program. We are recognized as one of the better ones in the state. I think this was one of the reasons we could attract good teachers, because of our reputation. A lot of that emanates, of course, from Varl Wilkinson being such a determined individual for perfection. He was a perfectionist and because of that I think it spilled over. He attracted a tremendous staff.  I think this has continued. Today, we still hold our head very high in educational circles. I don’t think we have fallen.  I don’t think we’ve improved, but we’ve held our own. That would be my perception, as I see it. All my kids have gone through the system and did well in college. And now my grandchildren are in the system and are doing exceptionally well. When I hear what they say they are learning now in school, it amazes me. We’ve become the computer age, gadgets, information that is available at our fingertips on a moments notice. We didn’t have that 30 or 40 years ago. These kids are like sponges; they absorb that so quickly. Their attention is held because there is not a moment of boredom. Teachers have a way of stimulating kids. It has changed a lot. Not just learning the three Rs and repeating them back. We are turning out the serious student. You always have the sliders, the ones not interested. But most of them do very well. 

TV: Historically, Portage Schools might be unique in the continuity of having a small number of superintendents. Your years are an example, having hired Conti and Rikkers. Could you address the importance of these superintendents staying so long in each case.

Dr. Boyer: Well, I think we have a good educational system and well known. It’s prestigious to stay. We were able to keep the salary up there so it was attractive enough for superintendents to stay. We weren’t the most or the least expensive. But salary isn’t always the only reason. It’s the community. I think we’re blessed with a lot of good professional people in our community. We can give credit to Upjohn, Pharmacia and now Pfizer for attracting a lot of good professional people who insisted on good education, who wanted it and are willing to pay for it. This contributed tremendously.

TV: As far as addressing challenges beyond bonds and millages, community support for financing. Were there other difficult decisions.

Dr. Boyer: A lot of our time were spent on hearings of disruptive individuals.  I won’t mention any names, but one case that comes to mind was a student who put a bomb in the bathroom and created quite a bit of damage. There were hearings and he was defended very well. A bomb isn’t a lark. These are the kind of annoying things that took up many hours and nights. There were even times with employee situations. As in all cases with 1,000 plus employees. Always not up to par and it was a matter of discharging them with tenure laws, it took a long time.

TV: To balance the challenges, what would you say were the most rewarding parts of serving.

Dr. Boyer: Oh, that’s a tough question, because no one called to say you’re doing a good job. But if they felt you weren’t doing a good job, you would hear it. You heard the complaints and never the praise. It was a labor of love. I did it because I value education. We need that to become better citizens. I think the higher your education, the chances of a better job and success improve. I think I made a better life for individuals. Maybe I contributed a little, but I don’t want to sound too syrupy. 

TV: At the end of the day, it’s about student success. 

Dr. Boyer: Yes, that’s right, you put it very nicely.

TV:  With 20 years, well, that’s a real commitment.
Dr. Boyer: Well, a lot of time commitment. Mine was the kind of job, not 8 to 5. Had emergencies. I thank my wife. But amazingly, as in most cases, not that many true emergencies that took me away from meetings and events.

TV: Well, Dr. Boyer, thank you.

Dr. Boyer: Well, I hope I didn’t ramble on. These were a few of my impressions. I hope it benefits the history.

TV: No, it was very helpful. Thank you for your years of service and your time here today.

Dr. Boyer: You bet. You’re quite welcome.
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