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that’s where 
     the Murphys lost weight  
   by gaining support 

Support. A single word that’s made a lasting difference for The Murphys. Together, they 
not only shed over 200 pounds, but have also kept the weight off. Their new lease on life is 
the result of a strong commitment to each other, to making critical lifestyle changes and to 
the nature of the Borgess Bariatric Center, where bariatric surgery and medical weight loss 
support are just a couple of tools available to help people maintain a healthy weight. 

Borgess offers an integrative approach to weight loss that combines the latest surgical 
procedures with continued dietary, exercise and psychological guidance. So patients  
like the Murphys gain success with staying power. 

You can win the battle of losing weight. Learn how by registering  
for our free weight loss seminar at bariatrics.borgess.com. 

For full-length articles and more, 
visit 269mag.com.

“Cheryl Pell bought me ice cream 
when I needed it most!”{

“Paul Skeans was the first person to 
teach to me about growing as a leader.”{

“Mr. Nolan inspired my  
creative writing talents.”

{

“Mrs. Bradley made learning active and 
hands-on for energetic second graders.”

{

“Dave Mayer encouraged me to become 
the statistician for the middle school 
wrestling team, because we can’t always be 
comfortable to grow and move forward.”

“Charles Young believed in and fostered 
the best work out of me. Thanks, Charles!”{

@269Mag
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ome remember their 
favorite teacher as 
a smiling face welcoming 

them into the classroom 

every morning. Others remember 

a caring teacher who took the time 

to listen why a spitball was shot in 

a certain direction rather than an 

issuing an immediate trip to the 

principal’s office.

Growing up, great teachers were, of 

course, in my opinion, the ones who 

gave me good marks. Now long past 

my school days, I have a different 

perspective on who the great ones truly 

were. Here’s who they were and why.

Mrs. Gertrude Simon’s name alone 

made the knees of every sixth grader 

in my school quiver. Her white hair, 

wire-rimmed glasses, icy blue stare, 

and strictness were legendary around 

the halls of St. Lawrence Elementary 

School. She taught science; or rather, 

she demanded that science become 

every middle schooler’s primary 

concern. Tests were feared for their 

difficulty, and to pass them required 

no less than three hours of studying 

the night before. Because of Mrs. 

Simon, I learned to assimilate huge 

amounts of information quickly—

information such as the differences 

between cirrus, stratus, and cumulus 

clouds. Mrs. Simon gave me the 

gift of good study habits. She also 

gave me the gift of facing my fear of 

public speaking head on—first, by 

actually speaking to her and, second, 

by presenting my original scientific 

hypotheses and corresponding 

projects to the judging panel at the 

state science fair in which she had 

engineered my entrance. 

Next up was Mr. Weston, my freshman 

geography teacher. He’s the one who got 

me to identify where all the countries 

are on a globe. I admit I probably 

couldn’t do it today, since the Cold 

War’s end and countless boundary 

skirmishes have mixed things up. But 

if you are ever asked where Belize 

is on a reboot of Who Wants to Be a 

Millionaire and need to “Phone-a-

Friend,” call me. Because of him, I 

will never forget the phrase: “Go Back, 

Enter Hall, North Corridor Please.” 

As it happens, the countries of Central 

America correlate to the first letter 

of each word in that strange phrase: 

Guatemala, Belize, El Salvador, 

Honduras, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and 

Panama. The memorization tricks that 

Mr. Weston revealed to me have proven 

invaluable throughout life, allowing 

me to pretty much remember anything 

when absolutely necessary. 

Miss Gomis, my 12th grade 

Advanced Placement (AP) European 

History teacher, entered my life next. 

By the time the final semester of her 

class rolled around, she knew of my 

love for history and that it would be 

my college major. She also knew that 

when the AP test signups happened, 

I hadn’t signed up. During the week 

leading up to the test, I was already 

involved in a scholarship competition 

that would leave no time to focus on 

the test. When Miss Gomis got the 

registration list and my name wasn’t 

on it, she freaked. She called my 

house, at a time when the phone was 

still attached to the wall, and I had 

to speak to her in front of my mother. 

Miss Gomis asked for me, crying, and 

told me that she paid the $55 for my 

test, since I obviously “missed” sign-

ups. Now, I freaked.  In 1988, $55 

was more like $113. 

Coming from a frugal 

family, that was a lot of 

money. I was going to 

have to take that test, 

because clearly I had 

to pay her back—with 

my mother’s money. My 

mother would, in turn, make me earn 

every bit of her hard-earned $55 back 

in future college credits by taking that 

test. With no time to prepare for the 

test, Miss Gomis unknowingly gave me 

the gift of confidence in my inherent 

knowledge. So, I trudged off with my 

Memories of a Student
ALL GIFTS FROm MY GREAT TEACHERS

S

BY  
HEATHER BAKER 
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

For me, the great teachers were 
the ones who made my life really 
hard. These great teachers are 
the ones that I will never forget.

How di�erent are we? Here’s the short version: We are a 
premium-quality digital and o�set printing company that can 

provide an array of solutions to your print and fulfillment needs. 
When you visit us, you’ll see us solving problems, creating 

e�ciencies, going the extra mile, and building lasting relationships. 
That’s what makes us di�erent.

600 Shoppers Lane | Parchment, MI 49004
269.349.7603
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“No. 2 pencils and took that test simply 

prepared with all of the knowledge I 

hoped I had accumulated throughout the 

year. Later, that summer, Miss Gomis 

called, again crying; I had passed with 

the highest test score possible.    

I entered college having received 

nothing less than an A on an essay 

ever, until my professor in English 

114 entered my life. On my first 

freshman English paper, I received a 

B. As someone quite competitive, you 

can image my horror. After getting 

over the B, I respectfully approached 

him and asked why a B-grade was 

given to a paper that had no other 

red marks upon it. He confirmed that 

my paper was perfectly written, but 

that it offered no original thought. My 

professor asked me what I thought of 

the book that was the center of my 

essay. At that point, I confirmed to 

him that it was the worst book I had 

ever read, supplying multiple reasons 

in one 10-minute, long-winded breath. 

He said, “That, my dear, was worth an 

A!” From then on, he gave me the gift 

of confidence in my own thoughts and 

the courage to defend them. 

Lastly, there was Jonathan D. Spence, 

author of the 912-page masterpiece 

The Search for Modern China. 

My college required me to take 

history classes outside of my area of 

specialization, and Chinese history 

qualified. The requirements to pass his 

class centered on performance on three 

tests. Each test was composed of only 

three questions. Three “words” made 

up each question—a person’s name 

or concept counted as one word—and 

there wasn’t even a question mark 

involved. A test taker’s task was to 

weave a compelling argument about 

how all three “words” were connected. 

That’s it. You simply had to come to 

the test armed with the knowledge of 

everything within the 912 pages in his 

book, hope he picked nine “words” that 

you knew, and get writing. Because of 

Professor Spence, I am able to make 

eloquent connections on paper between 

seemingly unrelated things.

For me, the great teachers were the 

ones who made my life really hard 

and uncomfortable. Really, really 

uncomfortable. They are the ones who 

taught me skills beyond those that 

appear in any textbook. Skills that 

enable me do my job every day and 

skills that I share with my kids. Those 

great teachers are the ones that I will 

never forget.

Read On,

Celebrate your favorite teacher memory 
@269Mag with #TeacherMemory!

If you are 
ever asked 
where 
Belize is on 
a reboot of 
Who Wants 
to Be a 
Millionaire 
and need to 
‘Phone-a-
Friend’,  
call me.”
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Either we’re doing something right 
or everything right.

Every 401(k) plan managed by Greenleaf Trust has increased in employee 

contributions, participation and asset value. With our fi duciary excellence, 

our open architecture’s best-in-class investment platform, and nearly perfect 

client satisfaction scores, chances are good that we can make things right 

for your company’s plan, too. Call us today to learn how.
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The most impactful THING we could do as a state is to 

ensure that all young people have excellent teachers who are 

thoroughly trained and invested in the success of their students.  

The top-performing nations have designed their systems of 

education in order to recruit and retain enough outstanding 

educators so that every student has an excellent teacher 

every hour of the day. Michigan suffers from acute teacher 

shortages (particularly in urban and rural areas) in the areas 

of math, science, special education, and career and technical 

education. We need to restructure how we recruit, retain, 

and develop teachers so every school is staffed with the 

appropriate number of highly trained educators to meet the 

needs of all children.  

Dave Campbell is a commissioner on Governor 
Snyder’s 21st Century Education Commission.

There’s no easy answer to this question, so I’m going
to focus on one area that schools and communities must
focus on if seriously interested in improving outcomes for
children: strengthening vocabulary development of our
earliest learners.  

Developing strong reading skills is critical to a child’s 

future success, and we know that children who enter school 

having been exposed to millions and millions of words find 

greater academic success, as strong vocabularies provide a 

wonderful foundation for learning how to read. Supporting 

high-quality pre-kindergarten learning experiences is one 

of the most proactive approaches a community can take in 

supporting children and education.

What would have the greatest impact on  
raising regional educational attainment levels?
Use your voice @269mag with # Communit ycomment

DR. Randy Davis / Superintendent / Marshall Public Schools

DAVE CAMPBELL / Superintendent / Kalamazoo Regional Educational Service Agency

SANDRA STANDISH / Executive Director / Kalamazoo County Ready 4s
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Community Comment

We must increase relevance in the content taught
and in the methods used to educate our young people in
becoming career- and college-ready. 

We know that employers and colleges/universities alike are 

looking for the same 21st-century skills in our high school 

graduates: the ability to communicate effectively, to analyze 

and synthesize from multiple sources, to think critically 

and solve problems on their own and in teams, to adapt to 

emerging situations and apply their knowledge creatively, and 

to demonstrate personal responsibility and integrity in the 

work they perform. To effectively teach these 21st-century 

skills and more, we need to build better partnerships with 

business, manufacturing, and the skilled trades to bring real-

world relevance back into our classrooms.

Dr. Randy Davis is a commissioner on Governor 
Snyder’s 21st Century Education Commission.

We, as a community, must be intentional in focusing
on the well-being of students/children from the beginning.
We must work to identify the barriers to attaining this goal,
especially for our most vulnerable community members. 

As a community, we are so fortunate to have The Kalamazoo 

Promise, but our challenge is whether the Promise is a tangible 

gift for all families. How can we share resources to ensure 

that families have the tools to be successful at attaining their 

educational goals? 

We must focus on removing barriers for students and their 

families — first by creating social, physical, and economical 

environments that promote healthy well-being for all, and second 

by addressing the whole spectrum of students’ education.

GRACE LUBWAMA / Chief Operating Officer / YMCA Kalamazoo
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”
OUTH AFRICAN PRESIDENT NELSON 
MANDELA MIGHT HAVE EXPRESSED IT BEST: 
“Education is the most powerful weapon 

which you can use to change the world.”

Exchange “the world” for “Southwest Michigan” in 

that sentence, and the point remains just as valid. 

Education—especially the foundation of early 

childhood and K–12 education—is critical to both 

the children and the future of this region. After all, 

businesses of all types depend on employees with 

full skills and knowledge to do their jobs—whether 

it’s the college-educated software engineer or the 

operator of computer-controlled machine tools.

In that respect, there are both showcases of 

promising achievement and notable gaps—in this 

region and statewide—that leave considerable room 

for improvement. 

Schools like Bloomingdale Middle and High School 

in Van Buren County are overachieving—exceeding 

the norm for academic performance given the high 

percentage of students on free and reduced lunch. 

On the other hand, in more than a dozen high schools 

within the region, less than half of students are 

deemed college-ready in math, reading, science, and 

English. In some schools, less than 10 percent are 

deemed college-ready in those subjects.

Meantime, statewide standardized test scores have 

fallen to among the worst in the nation. 

And school funding remains a challenge, both 

statewide and within the region.

Overall, Michigan ranked 22nd in the nation in 

K–12 per pupil funding in 2014, at $11,110 per 

student. That was on par with the national average 

of $11,009 per student, a figure that includes basic 

spending for classroom instruction, as well as bond 

issues, building levies, and millages for special 

education and vocational education. But Michigan’s 

rank in funding fell from 14th in per pupil spending 

a decade earlier. 

The 1994 reform of K–12 funding in Michigan 

was supposed to level out spending for classroom 

instruction in districts. To a degree, it has. But like 

elsewhere in the state, there are still disparities within 

the region in per pupil funding. For example, New 

Buffalo Area Schools gets more than $10,000 in state 

and local funding per pupil for classroom instruction, 

while most districts in the region get about $7,500. 

Funding disparity shows up in millage support 

for career and technical training and in special 

education as well. In Southwest Michigan, for 

example, four of seven counties have no millage 

support for career training, limiting the scope of 

their programs.

But it’s probably best to start at the beginning, in light of 

strong evidence that quality early childhood education 

is a driver of later academic success. It’s arguably one of 

the best investments the state can make.

Preschool: Great Progress on a Great Start 
Research developed for the Michigan Department 

of Education found that 58 percent of Pre-K Great 

Start Readiness Program (GSRP) students graduated 

S

30,000 21,000
FOUR-YEAR-OLDS NOT IN SCHOOL  
DUE TO LACK OF STATE FUNDING (AS of 2012)

ADDITIONAL At-Risk Students from  
low-income families now have access to a 
State-funded preschool program (AS of 2014)

In light of strong evidence that 
quality early childhood education is a 
driver of later academic success, it’s 
arguably one of the best investments 
the state can make.

“
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from high school on time, compared to 

43 percent who were not GSRP students. 

The difference was even more dramatic 

for children of color, as 60 percent of 

minority GSRP participants graduated 

from high school on time, compared to 

37 percent for non-participants. Second 

grade teachers rated GSRP graduates 

higher on being able to learn, retain 

learning, and maintain good attendance 

than non-GSRP graduates. A higher 

percentage of fourth grade GSRP 

graduates passed the MEAP test than 

non-GSRP graduates.

In terms of getting kids off to a good 

start in school, Southwest Michigan is 

in much better shape than it was a few 

years ago.

A 2012 Bridge Magazine investigation 

found that 30,000 4-year-olds, who 

qualified for free, high-quality day 

care, weren’t in classrooms due to 

lack of state funding. In response, 

Gov. Rick Snyder and the Michigan 

Legislature approved $130 million per 

year in additional funds to boost Pre-K 

access. As a result, 21,000 more 

students gained access to the state 

preschool program, which is geared 

toward at-risk students from low-

income families. It became the largest 

preschool expansion in the nation, and 

the investment has now totaled more 

than a half a billion dollars. 

Southwest Michigan added 3,133 GSRP 

slots from 2012 to 2014, an increase of 

105 percent. By county, the increase 

ranged from 14 percent in Berrien 

County, which increased from 643 slots 

in 2012 to 735 in 2014, to 200 percent 

in Kalamazoo County, which climbed 

from 703 slots in 2012 to 2,111 in 

2014. Statewide, the number of GSRP 

slots rose by 106 percent, from 29,324 

in 2012 to 60,461 in 2014. 

Pat Sargent, state coordinator of 

GSRP, explained that Berrien County’s 

expansion was limited by the decision 

of a Head Start grantee not to work with 

the Berrien Regional Education Service 

Agency to create a blended GSRP–

Head Start program. Sargent said the 

district was further limited because only 

five of 35 potential community partners 

met quality requirements, of which two 

are current partners in the program.

On the other hand, Sargent said, 

“Kalamazoo was poised for expansion.”

That’s because the Kalamazoo Regional 

Educational Service Agency (KRESA) 

serves as the federal Head Start grantee 

for the area and had worked over years 

to develop a community-designed 

organization to coach and mentor local 

Pre-K day care providers to achieve 

high quality standards. 

As a result, Sargent said, “quite a few” 

met quality standards to qualify as 

GSRP sites.

K–12: Academic Performance  
is Fading Fast
At the next education level—K–12—

judging academic performance of schools 

and individual districts can be a tricky 

enterprise, largely because extensive 

research has found a close tie between 

school achievement and the wealth 

status—or amount of poverty—of parents. 

Schools do not perform in a vacuum.

For example, the 2012 SAT scores for 

U.S. college-bound seniors showed 

strong correlation between the income 

level of parents and scores on math, 

reading, and writing. Students whose 

parents made less than $20,000 scored 

at the bottom, while students whose 

parents earned more than $200,000 

were at the top. The correlation 

prevailed through all income levels.

And so while it’s worth singling out 

schools in Southwest Michigan with 

OFF TO A GOOD START 
Southwest Michigan is in 

much better shape than it 
was a few years ago

“

The Michigan Legislature’s boost to 
Pre-K funding became the largest 

preschool expansion in the nation, 
and the investment has now totaled  

more than half a billion dollars.
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the highest raw achievement scores, 

it’s perhaps more instructive to look at 

academic performance in context.

At Bloomingdale Middle and High 

School, 71 percent of students qualify 

for free or reduced lunch, which is 

available to children from families at 

or below 130 percent of the federal 

poverty level. That ranked eighth 

highest among 60 high schools within 

Southwest Michigan. Yet Bridge 

Magazine—using its Academic State 

Champs metric—ranked the school 

No. 1 in the region for academic 

achievement when accounting for its 

relatively high percentage of poverty. It 

scored 123.8 on the ASC scale.

Juniors who took the ACT test at the 

school had a composite score of 19.5, 

which ranked 28th in the region. On 

the English test, they scored 19.6, 23rd 

in the region. Overall, their average 

composite ACT scores outperformed 

more than a dozen high schools with 

lower percentages of students from 

poor families.

New Buffalo Senior High School in 

Berrien County posted the highest raw 

ACT composite score among schools 

in the region, with an average score 

of 23.4. By comparison, 36 percent 

of its students qualify for free or 

reduced lunch. It ranked second on the 

Academic State Champs scale, with a 

score of 115.7.

Mattawan High School in Van Buren 

County ranked second in ACT 

composite score, with an average 

of 22.9. But it ranked 25th on the 

Academic State Champs scale, with a 

score of 105.3. That’s largely because it 

has a far smaller share of students from 

poor families, with just 11.9 percent 

eligible for free or reduced lunch.

For perspective, the average U.S. ACT 

composite score in 2015 was 21, while the 

states of Massachusetts and Connecticut 

each had average composite scores of 

24.4—tops in the nation. Michigan’s 

average composite score—20.1—was 

below the national average. 

There is a wide, and troubling, 

variation within Southwest Michigan 

in the share of college-bound students 

who test ready for college. At the top 

end, well over half of New Buffalo Area 

Schools students who took the ACT 

scored as college-ready, averaging 

57 percent in math, 60 percent in 

reading, 55 percent in science, and 88 

percent in English. But just 7 percent 

of Battle Creek Central High School 

students who took the ACT tested 

college-ready in math, 12 percent in 

reading, 7 percent in science, and 20 

percent in English.

Moreover, in a dozen high schools 

within the region, more than half of 

college-bound students tested below 

college-ready in all four subject 

areas—a sobering indication that 

too many graduates will struggle in 

college. More than half of students 

at many more schools tested below 

college ready in at least three of four 

subject areas.

Meanwhile, there is additional data that 

Michigan as a whole is slipping behind in 

a number of academic proficiency metrics 

in grade school and middle school. That’s 

a race it can ill afford to lose.

In 2003, Michigan white students tied  

for seventh in fourth-grade math on the 

National Assessment of Educational 

Progress, which compares student 

performance across the country. Ten 

years later, Michigan fourth graders 

tied for 35th. African-American 

students in Michigan ranked 26th in 

fourth-grade math 2003. In 2013, they 

were tied for last in the nation among 

44 states that reported NAEP scores.

In 2003, Michigan ranked ninth 

nationally in the number of eighth-grade 

math students in the 75th percentile of 

academic performance in Michigan—

in other words, those considered above 

average. A decade later, Michigan 

ranked 30th on the same measure. 

School Funding: Michigan’s  
Old Model Isn’t Holding Up Well
Twelve years ago, Michigan spent 

$9,072 per pupil on K–12 education, 

110 percent of the national average 

9th
30th
in the nation in 2003...

A DECADE LATER in 2013.

BUT FELL TO

THE NUMBER  
OF MICHIGAN’S 
Eighth-grade  
math students in 
the 75th percentile 
of academic 
performance RANKED

“
”

Michigan as a whole is slipping behind in a number 
of academic proficiency metrics in grade school and 
middle school. That’s a race it can ill afford to lose.
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of $8,287 per pupil. But by 2014, its 

spending of just over $11,000 per 

student was about equal to the national 

average. During that time, eight states 

that had been behind Michigan in 

K–12 spending passed Michigan.

In July, a Bridge Magazine analysis 

concluded that Michigan would need 

to add at least $1.4 billion a year 

for its public schools to meet the 

recommendations in a June report 

prepared for the state by a Denver-

based education consulting firm.

The study concluded that many 

Michigan districts are underfunded 

and that funding disparities between 

school districts are growing. 

Using that study’s recommendations as 

a guideline, Bridge Magazine calculated 

that Kalamazoo Public Schools would 

need $7.3 million more than its $125.7 

million in state and local funding for 

2014–15. By the same calculation, 

Battle Creek Public Schools would need 

$4 million more than its $47.6 million 

in state and local funding, while Van 

Buren Public Schools would need $5.9 

million more that its $44.5 million in 

state and local funding.

Yet Michigan’s school funding 

formula still allows some districts 

to enjoy considerable funding 

advantages over others.

After voters approved Proposal A in 

1994—revamping Michigan’s school 

funding formula—several dozen high-

spending districts were tagged “hold 

harmless” districts, allowing them to 

ask voters for additional property tax so 

they would not have to cut funding.

New Buffalo Area Schools is among 

at least 50 such districts in Michigan, 

which allows it to collect $10,014 

in state and local funds per pupil. 

Bridgman Public Schools gets $8,234 

per pupil, Kalamazoo $7,738, St. 

Joseph Public Schools $7,517. All 

other districts get $7,511.

Wide Funding Disparities  
for Vocational Programs
There are even wider disparities in 

tax funding for vocational programs 

in Michigan’s 56 Intermediate School 

Districts (ISDs). Formed in 1962 by 

legislation that abolished the state’s 

existing 83 county districts, ISDs 

conduct student counts for each 

individual school district within their 

jurisdiction, oversee special education, 

and operate career training programs.

The ISD system is built around a paradigm 

that governs education in this state: local 

control. As thinking about the possibilities 

of vocational education became more 

ambitious, many intermediate districts 

passed millages in the 1960s and 1970s 

to expand career programs. Others did not. 

It is no accident that many of the 

best programs are tied to substantial 

tax support.

Of the 56 intermediate school districts, 

23 have no dedicated millage for 

vocational education. Within Southwest 

Michigan, four ISDs—Berrien, Lewis 

Cass, Kalamazoo, and St. Joseph—have 

no millage to support vocational education.

In contrast, Branch ISD levies 4.2 mills 

for vocational education, Van Buren 

levies 2.5 mills, and Calhoun levies 

1.5 mills. Students in the Van Buren 

district choose from 28 career paths, 

including advanced manufacturing, 

graphic art, computer programming, 

and six options in health care. The 

Van Buren Technology Center boasts 

a three-dimensional plastics printer, 

robotic welding equipment, virtual 

paint programs, and an ambulance 

built into one of the classrooms.

Districts without a dedicated millage 

for vocational education often rely 

instead on payments from individual 

school districts within their borders 

that can range up to $2,000 per student 

per course. But without a dedicated 

revenue stream, many ISDs cannot 

afford the equipment and qualified 

instructors a top program demands. 

With the shifting demands of the work 

force and nearly 100,000 job openings 

in Michigan listed on the Pure 

Michigan Talent Connect database, 

including fields like welding, computer-

aided machining, and the construction 

trades, comprehensive vocational 

programs are less a luxury than a 

critical need—especially for students 

who are not college bound.

William Miller, executive director of the 

Michigan Association of Intermediate 

School Administrators, said the system 

is something well short of fair and 

equitable. Miller told Bridge Magazine 

in 2015, “Let’s just put it this way: the 

funding inequities are enormous.”

One need only look at tax revenue within 

Southwest Michigan’s ISDs for proof of 

that statement. In 2016, the Branch 

ISD generated $1,757 per pupil—one 

of the highest in the state. At the bottom 

end in Southwest Michigan, the Lewis 

Cass ISD generated $519 per pupil, 

while Van Buren generated $1,420 per 

pupil, St. Joseph $629, Berrien $688, 

Kalamazoo $958, and Calhoun $977.

This ISD funding disparity also shows 

up on another level—the amount per 

pupil generated by 1 mill. Within 

the 56 Michigan ISDs, that ranges 

from a low of $139 in the Genesee 

ISD to a high of $576 per pupil in 

the Charlevoix-Emmet ISD. Within 

Southwest Michigan, it ranges from 

$162 per pupil in the Calhoun ISD to 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 58
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of millions of students is still separate and 

radically unequal. A recent government 

report found that 16 percent of public schools 

have high concentrations of poor and black or 

Hispanic students, up from 9 percent at the 

start of the millennium. Low-income children 

are already three grade levels behind their 

peers in wealthier communities by the time 

they reach fourth grade. Only half graduate 

from high school and one in 10 of them finish 

college. Surely, this breaks God’s heart.  

At the Expectations Project, we believe 

people of faith can be a major catalyst for 

change on this issue. Many congregations 

are already making a difference through 

forms of compassionate service: church-

school partnerships, after-school programs, 

mentoring initiatives, and offering meals 

for students when school isn’t in session. 

Our dream is to build on this amazing 

foundation by equipping people to engage 

in faithful advocacy: to learn about and 

advocate for reforms that can be game-

changers for students.

Here are a few areas of policy change that 

are proven to make a difference:

1) Early Childhood Education
Here’s what we know. Ages 0 through 5 

are the most critical years for child brain 

development. We also know that by age 

3, children born into low-income families 

heard roughly 30 million fewer words than 

their more affluent peers, and that this 

“word gap” is directly connected to the 

achievement gap in school and in life. In 

many states and cities, there are neither 

enough early childhood education seats 

available for low-income kids, or, if they 

have them, they’re not as high quality as 

they could be. Fortunately, the issue is 

getting a lot of attention nationally, and 

uniting people across political differences. 

It’s an issue whose time has come, but 

people need to step up and advocate for it.

2) Trauma Informed Schools
Research shows that students of color are 

suspended at much higher rates than their 

white peers, usually for the exact same 

behavior. Suspensions are often the result of 

behaviors rooted in deeper socio-emotional 

trauma that affects too many children 

growing up in poverty. At The Expectations 

Project, we advocate for eliminating “no 

excuse” or “zero tolerance” suspension 

policies. Sometimes suspensions are 

necessary, but suspensions for smaller 

infractions should be reconsidered given 

the repercussions for so many students 

who are already living on the margins: 

increasing the likelihood of them getting 

suspended again, dropping out of high 

school, entering the juvenile justice system, 

and further reinforcing what’s often been 

called the “school-to-prison pipeline.” 

3) High-Quality Teachers
Studies point to teachers as the most 

significant “in-school” variable that can 

improve student achievement. Teacher 

effectiveness matters even more for students 

who are far behind academically. Our nation 

needs to invest in increasing the support and 

training we provide for teachers. I often hear 

from good teachers who say they need more 

support and training so that they can continue 

to grow and develop into amazing teachers. 

This starts before teachers even arrive in 

the classroom. It goes back to colleges of 

education. Teachers are often trained to be 

generalists, which is an important place to 

begin. To be a good teacher you have to learn 

methodology, pedagogy, 

and solid general 

teaching techniques. 

But if we’re going to 

provide the type of rigor 

and excellence our kids 

need in this emerging global economy, 

we also have to ensure that teachers are 

experts, particularly at the secondary level.  

Those teaching grades nine through twelve 

should really go in depth into their subject 

matter. If you’re teaching chemistry, that means 

really taking an in-depth look into chemistry.

The extreme disparities in America’s 
public schools may be one of the biggest 

issues facing our nation today. As Christians 

we’re called to respond. 

In some public schools we see a future full 

of promise. Amazing teachers. Challenging 

classes. High graduation rates. Rigorous 

learning preparing students for college 

and beyond. But for students growing up in 

poverty, often attending schools less than a 

ZIP code away, public education looks a lot 

different. Low expectations. High dropout 

rates. Children unprepared to achieve their 

dreams. It’s a tale of two public school 

systems, where the ZIP code you’re born into 

often determines your academic destiny, and 

usually directly along lines of race and class. 

But that’s not the end of the story.

More than 60 years after the U.S. Supreme 

Court struck down segregated public schools 

as “inherently unequal,” the lived experience 

Nicole Baker 
Fulgham

COVER S TORY VIE WPOINT

Founder and President,  
The Expectations Project
Washington, D.C.
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A challenge facing most communities 
today is finding ways to improve education 

for all students. The goal is to provide 

worthwhile learning opportunities that 

build the skills young people need to be 

successful in college and the workplace. 

Continuing education beyond high school is 

rapidly becoming necessary to successfully 

compete for jobs that provide a living wage 

and opportunities for growth. 

It’s clear that one reason for the phenomenal 

success of The Kalamazoo Promise lies in 

its all-inclusive commitment that effectively 

removes barriers by making a college 

education financially accessible.

As we have seen, The Kalamazoo Promise 

has had some remarkable benefits: It 

not only lifts the quality of life for the 

individual, providing the promise of higher 

education and meaningful employment, but 

it also ensures a well-educated workforce in 

a place where people want to live and new 

businesses want to locate. 

The potential for a vibrant, sustainable 

community is unlimited. 

Yet that potential won’t be realized without 

some additional effort on our part. 

Education has become our national 

human capital strategy. But community 

transformation and an effort to increase the 

pool of talented workers, ultimately, are a 

local responsibility. 

And, like many other communities, 

our educational system faces enormous 

challenges. Achievement gaps are of great 

concern, along with the fact that at-risk 

students are less likely to succeed in their 

academic pursuits. 

Clearly, business and education 

partnerships are vital to progress. These 

partnerships require self-evaluation, 

commitment, and a willingness by those 

who have a vested interest in the community 

to work together collaboratively for change. 

Self-evaluation requires looking at your 

entire organization for inclusiveness 

and developing strategies to ensure 

opportunities for all. 

Commitment requires being open to 

changing practices that may have been in 

place for years and bringing more resources 

to the table. 

Collaboration between businesses, 

educational institutions, and nonprofit 

organizations can energize schools 

and demonstrate to students that the 

community is supporting them. This, 

in turn, can strengthen the capacity of 

schools and educators. One example of 

this is MiCareerQuest Southwest, a highly 

collaborative effort that exposes thousands 

of students to hands-on, interactive, real-

world careers.

After spending more than 20 years in the 

public school system, I made the transition 

to economic development. In the economic 

development arena, the number one take-

away from my conversations with employers 

concerned the lack of qualified individuals 

coming into the workforce.

It struck me then that while I was working in 

the school system, I never had a conversation 

with employers about their needs, and, 

conversely, they had never spoken with 

me about what we were doing to prepare 

students to enter the work world. There was 

a major disconnect then. Not so today.

Recently when I was in Washington, D.C., 

to attend the PromiseNet conference and 

the Community College Summit, there  

was a strong focus on business and  

education partnerships. 

It brought to mind initiatives such as Project 

Lead The Way, which provides transformative 

learning experiences for K–12 students and 

teachers across the U.S. This project provides 

teachers with the training, resources, and 

support they need to engage students in real-

world learning. In school districts throughout 

Kalamazoo County, over 20 businesses and 

more than 100 volunteers participate in 

Project Lead The Way. 

The need is critical for this kind of 

collaboration. 

Teachers are working hard to educate 

students each and every day. Many 

educators share an intense desire to help 

students move forward in their academic 

pu r su i t s — somet imes 

against extreme 

circumstances beyond 

their control.

It is imperative that we 

find more ways to support 

the efforts of those who work with students 

every day. To do that, we must create a 

culture within the business community that 

is committed to student success. The more 

students that connect to this community 

in positive and meaningful ways, the more 

students will find success in the work world.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 58
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THE GOOD NEWS...

...AND THE  
NOT-SO-GOOD NEWS.

INCREASE IN Pre-K ENROLLMENT 
STATEWIDE FOLLOWING EXPANSION 
OF THE GSRP PROGRAM (2012–14)

%

Children who participate in high-quality pre-K programs enter school more 
ready than their peers. Michigan’s recent investments in this area have 
greatly increased access in Southwest Michigan to these programs. With 
a direct return on investment for every pre-K dollar spent, this momentum 
will pay off in future dividends for our students.

State per pupil expenditure interacts with other important education educators, 
such as student demographics and achievement. Students, in states where 
average per pupil spending is highest, typically outperform their peers in 

states with lower per pupil expenditures on national assessment tests. This is 
unfortunate news to students attending public schools in Southwest Michigan 

and statewide, which are underfunded compared to their peers nationwide.

UNDERFUNDED 
Districts
RANGING FROM 0.2% to 43.4% under budget

Southwest Michigan  
School DISTRICTS  THAT ARE 
ADEQUATELY FUNDEd

7

72 14
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Per Pupil Funding  
(MICHIGAN’S Rankings AMONGST ALL 50 STATES)

REGIONAL SCORECARD

29,324 
2012–13

46,951 
2013–1460.1% 28.8%

60,461 
2014–15106.2

More Southwest Michigan 
Statistics on education  
from Bridge Magazine can  
be found at 269mag.com.
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in 2009

in 2014
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WINTER WHITE @ Bell’s Brewery

Embrace the cold with Winter White, a 
Belgian-inspired Wheat Ale, blending barley 
and wheat malts to brighten cloudy days.

bellsbeer.com 
Kalamazoo | (269) 382-2332

6

HOP RoCKET @ ARCADIA ALES

With its caramel and toffee hints, 
Hop Rocket balances a trio of malts 
with hops to craft this Imperial IPA. 

arcadiaales.com 
Kalamazoo | (269) 276-0458 
BAttle Creek | (269) 963-9690

5

Tinder Bock @ Latitude 42 Brewing Co.

Take on the snow with Tinder Bock, a  
German-style winter weizenbock, boasting  
a malty backbone with earthy hop aromas.

latitude42brewingco.com 
Portage | (269) 459-4242

7

Hi-Tech REdneck @ Round Barn Brewery

A Kentucky-Style Common Ale, the Hi-Tech 
Redneck is a unique seasonal brew, hinting  
at chocolate, molasses, and rye.

drinkmichigan.com/round-barn 
Baroda | (269) 326-7059

8

JADIS @ Greenbush Brewing Co.

A wintry mix of wheat malts,  
cardamom, clove, and orange zest creates 
Jadis, a Winter White Ale special.

greenbushbrewing.com 
Sawyer | (269) 405-1076

4

Evergreen Warrior @ The Livery

In true winter spirit, the Evergreen Warrior 
pulls together a piney bitterness and sweet 
malt bill to form a specialty double IPA.

liverybrew.com 
Benton Harbor | (269) 925-8760

Winter Ales6

3 6 7

4 5 8

Grilled Cheese
Tomato Soup

Hot Spots
2 and

1

FOOD DANCE
Whisk winter woes away with a grilled cheese 
dipped in creamy tomato soup; servers have 
details on the current featured cheese.

fooddance.net 
Kalamazoo | (269) 382-1888

2

THE GARDEN GRIDDLE
Warm up with your own gourmet grilled 
cheese! The bread and cheese are up to you, 
along with meat and veggie fillings.

thegardengriddle.com 
Mattawan | (269) 668-7900

The (269) List
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9

9

Meyer Broadway Park
Hold onto your hat as you fly downhill on tubes 
provided for a day of high-speed wintry fun.

“Meyer Broadway Park” on Facebook 
Three Rivers | (269) 467-5519

14

Fort Custer Recreation Area
Cross-country skiing, 25 miles of dog  
sledding trails, and a 219-site campground 
welcome winter outdoor enthusiasts.

Augusta | (269) 731-4200

11

Timber Ridge Ski Area
Hit the slopes and adventure trails with skis or 
a snowboard, day or night! A tubing park tops 
off the fun.

timberridgeski.com 
Gobles | (269) 694-9449

16

Dr. T.K. Lawless Park
Ready to race? A winter wonderland awaits, 
and so do inner tubes, sledding runs, and 
seven miles groomed for cross-country skiing.

casscountymi.org/CountyParks/
DrTKLawlessPark.aspx 
Vandalia | (269) 445-4456

12

Bittersweet Ski Area
This resort offers skiers and snowboarders of 
all levels slopes on 20 runs to test their limits.

skibittersweet.com/pages/home.cfm 
Otsego | (269) 694-2032

17

MilleNnium Park
Portage | (269) 324-9200

John and Dede Howard Ice Arena
sjcity.com/live-here/ice-arena  
St. Joseph | (269) 983-8795

Lace up your skates and head for the ice! One 
outdoor rink beckons with a warming house 
and hot chocolate, while another offers the best 
of both worlds with its partial enclosure.

13

Echo Valley
If you can handle the thrill, speed down  
the Echo Valley’s legendary steep drop on  
a tube or toboggan.

echovalleyfun.com 
Kalamazoo | (269) 349-3017

10

Swiss Valley Inc.
Test your skills on a 225-foot ski and 
snowboard hill. Then take a break at the 
Chalet, featuring pub food, drinks, and 
weekend entertainment.

skiswissvalley.com 
Jones | (269) 244-5635

15

24th Annual Ice Breaker Festival
As Lake Michigan’s ice begins to break, South 
Haven celebrates with ice sculpture displays 
and a chili cook-off—February 3 to 5, 2017.

southhavenmi.com/pages/IceBreaker 
South Haven | (269) 637-5171

In true winter spirit, the Evergreen Warrior 
pulls together a piney bitterness and sweet 
malt bill to form a specialty double IPA.

liverybrew.com 
Benton Harbor | (269) 925-8760

Winter Ales 9

Visit 269mag.com/share-your-favorites and let 
us know what you love in southwest michigan!

Spots to Enjoy 
the Snow

12
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17

16

JAN/FEB 2017	 269MAG.COM	 29



30	 269MAG.COM	 JAN/FEB 2017

Arts &
Communication

HEALTH &
NATURAL SCIENCES

Manufacturing
Engineering &

Technology, &
HUMAN SERVICES

Business,

hen he was named 
president of Humphrey 
Products in April 2016, 
Dave Maurer inherited 

the desk of his recently retired 

predecessor. Within its drawers, 

Maurer found a sheaf of papers 

from 1998 describing a group of 

industry partners trying to solve a 

labor shortage. To Maurer’s eyes, the 

problem seemed painfully familiar.

“There is a lot that happens when 

companies go through these business 

cycles. We gain a lot of momentum 

during the upturns. When things turn 

down, we get very short-sighted and 

we stop a lot of the energy,” Maurer 

said. He found inspiration from this 

dilemma and admitted thinking 

to himself, “You know, we have to 

persist through this, regardless of the 

business cycle. These kinds of short-

term interruptions shouldn’t interrupt 

what needs to be very long-term plans 

for career and tech education and for 

engaging young people.” 

While the need for a deeper labor 

pool has ebbed and flowed over time, 

industry’s solution to the problem has 

evolved. In 2011, a consortium of 

companies and education institutions 

started to brainstorm ways to bridge 

the labor gap in Southwest Michigan. 

One emerging idea was to funnel 

interested and qualified middle and 

high school students toward technical 

careers. Most recently, and serving 

as a kind of capstone of the ongoing 

effort, the consortium launched 

a program called MiCareerQuest 

Southwest. The first MiCareerQuest 

Southwest took place in February 

2016; a second event was held in 

November 2016 and will be repeated 

each fall moving forward. 

MiCareerQuest Southwest is an 

interactive, tactile, informational 

career- and college-readiness fair. It 

aims to introduce middle and high 

school students to career options 

including, but also beyond, the 

paradigm of college preparatory 

courses and the path of a four-year 

W

Career Lesson Plans
MIcareerquest southwest delivers real-world career discovery at the intersection of  
education and industry / bY 269 Magazine Team / Photos by Barry Elz / ILLUSTRATION BY ADAM ROSSI
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liberal arts degree. Over two days in 

November 2016, 5,000 eighth and 

ninth graders from Kalamazoo County 

and surrounding school districts 

descended on the Kalamazoo County 

Expo Center for a hands-on look at 

careers in various technical fields. 

The organizing consortium includes 

Kalamazoo Regional Education Service 

Agency (KRESA), Southwest Michigan 

First, and Michigan Works! Southwest, 

among others from the business sector.  

Fifty-five employers from four industry 

areas—Arts & Communication; 

Business, Technology, & Human 

Services; Engineering & Manufacturing; 

and Health & Natural Sciences—filled 

50,000 square feet of convention center 

space. Area employers sponsoring 

exhibits and demonstrations included 

Stryker Corporation, Pfizer Inc., 

Flowserve Corporation, Humphrey 

Products, Accu-Mold, CSM Group, 

Borgess|Ascension, Gull Lake Animal 

Hospital, TowerPinkster, and the 

Home Builders Association of Western 

Michigan. Among the exhibits, Duncan 

Aviation, in partnership with the 

Western Michigan University (WMU) 

College of Aviation and Federal Aviation 

Administration (FAA), used an onsite 

airplane to showcase educational 

and employment opportunities. 

WMU’s College of Engineering and 

Applied Sciences displayed a solar 

car. Demonstrating to students the 

progression from classroom and hands-

on laboratory experiences to the real 

world, Kalamazoo Valley Community 

College (KVCC) booths showcased 

manufacturing and health field program 

offerings alongside employer booths.

Humphrey Products, a 100-year-

old, Kalamazoo-based pneumatics 

manufacturer, was one of the 55 

companies at MiCareerQuest 

Southwest. “One of the things that 

breaks my heart is seeing some of 

the levels of kids dropping out of our 

schools,” Maurer said, shouting over the 

sound of impact wrenches, generators, 

pounding nails, and adolescent 

shrieks at the Expo Center. “I can’t 

help but think that, by encouraging 

students uninspired by traditional 

educational tracks, some of my own 

children included, to pursue hands-on 

elements is what would inspire them to 

stay engaged in school and to persist 

through school.”

Another firm represented at 

MiCareerQuest Southwest was Stryker 

Corporation, with exhibits demonstrating 

both manufacturing and research. 

Veronica Baran, a manufacturing 

engineer at Stryker, paused for a barrage 

of inquisitive students beside a Power-

Load and Power-Pro XT display inside 

a simulated ambulance. Then she said, 

“It’s a simulated environment. The 

whole system there is to simulate what 

it would look like in an ambulance. 

This is basically all push-button, so an 

EMS (Emergency Medical Services) 

attendant wouldn’t have to physically 

carry a patient anymore. It’s a push of a 

button to load and unload patients.”

Local firms welcomed the opportunity 

to communicate directly with curious 

students and potential future employees. 

“It’s really exciting to be able to show 

the students all these opportunities 

that are open to them, and it’s all 

local businesses,” Baran said. “We 

all support Kalamazoo, we work in 

Kalamazoo, and it’s something that they 

might not be exposed to normally. They 

really wanted to know what we do every 

day, what it took to get there, and what 

(education) you need. They thought it 

was neat to have all these boards up 

here, showing all the different job titles 

and what it takes to get that job. It was 

pretty cool to show the students that 

there are many options and we weren’t 

just all about engineering.”

Baran exemplified the hope shared 

by other exhibitors that they could 

influence young people as they start to 

make career decisions. 

“
”

As soon as we started doing clinicals in the  
ambulance and the ER, I made the decision not to 
pursue my scholarship with Michigan State and 
continue to go to KVCC’s paramedic program.
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”

“It’s exciting, because it happened for 

me,” Baran said. “I left high school with 

a clear direction, knowing what I wanted 

to do. If I can even get one person 

thinking outside the box or showing 

them that they could have a new career 

choice, it’s worth it. Even just to open 

their eyes to it, not necessarily to go 

into engineering if they don’t want to, 

but just to show them all their options. 

It’s worth it just to have the conversation 

with them.”

MiCareerQuest Southwest is a 

culmination of a five-year effort to 

merge education and industry in 

Southwest Michigan. One of the 

community players at the heart of this 

intersection is KRESA’s Education for 

Employment (EFE) curriculum. 

“Part of this experience is really 

exploratory,” said Jason Luke, program 

administrator of KRESA’s EFE. “Our 

goal is to help kids recognize that they 

have personal strengths and abilities. 

Sometimes in education, the young person 

doesn’t always feel that. When they’re 

maybe struggling in their math class, 

but a hands-on young person, they might 

come out to MiCareerQuest Southwest, 

build something, and be like, ‘Wow, I get 

it!’ Or, if they’re interested in healthcare, 

exposure to applied sciences can help 

them start to figure out that they want to 

do something nurturing that’s valuable to 

helping people. So the opportunity here 

at this event is really for young people to 

interact with professionals and hear from 

someone who does a job they might have 

interest in, which is a great thing.”

Luke went on to promote the benefits of 

the EFE program: “We recognize that, 

especially in manufacturing, companies 

are hurting (for workers). They need 

young people immediately in the skilled 

trades. Apprenticeship programs, co-

ops, summer job interns—all of those 

are good experiences for young people. 

These experiences allow them to figure 

out: ‘Do I want to have a career in 

engineering manufacturing that could 

pay for college?’ So, it’s really a great 

experience for the young person, and 

it fits the needs of what companies are 

looking for in our area.”

When Zachary Glascock, 19, 

was a senior at Vicksburg 

High School, a shop teacher 

recommended that he 

apply for a co-op position 

at Humphrey Products, which he 

got. After his co-op, he landed an 

engineering internship at Humphrey. 

He is now a sophomore at WMU 

studying manufacturing engineering. 

Glascock credits that EFE co-op as a 

life-altering opportunity. 

Taking the 
Next Step

“There are definitely a lot of things I’ve 
seen today that have changed my mind 
on the kind of path that I want to take.

N
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“Through the co-op, I was able to 

actually learn the manufacturing 

process more in-depth, like machine 

working. Basically everything that I 

needed to know that I couldn’t learn 

in a school setting, I learned through 

my co-op,” Glascock said. “As of 

right now, I’m an engineering intern 

at Humphrey, and I’m doing basically 

what an engineer would. And I’m 

really enjoying it. I’m doing a lot of 

drawing changes, 3D models, software 

work—it’s what I want to do when I 

finish my degree.”

Katie Carson, 23, graduated in 2011 

from Portage Central High School. 

Today she works as a Level II medic with 

Life EMS. She, too, credits KRESA’s 

EFE for steering her life’s course. 

“I’ve always wanted to be in the 

medical field,” Carson said. “I didn’t 

really know what I was expecting when 

I went into it. As I progressed through 

the class, I realized it was something 

I wanted to do. As soon as we started 

doing clinicals and ride-alongs in the 

ambulance and in the ER (emergency 

room), I actually made the decision 

to not pursue my scholarship with 

Michigan State and continue to go to 

KVCC’s paramedic program.”

Shannon Schippers, a guidance 

counselor at Portage Central Middle 

School, said the early stages of career 

planning can start in eighth grade 

or even earlier. She uses an aptitude 

assessment tool, called Career Cruising, 

with her students. Career Cruising is an 

online application that asks students 

random questions, then matches them 

with potential career options. Schippers 

finds satisfaction in pointing out to 

students the careers that pop up. 

“Sometimes, they’ll tell me, ‘There’s 

not a day in this world I would do that 

job.’ I tell them to pull up information 

on that career to see why it matched 

that to them,” Schippers said. Students 

are beginning to speculate about career 

options, but mostly their focus is a more 

immediate future. They’re thinking, 

“I’ve got high school coming up, and at 

some point I’m going to go to college or 

at some point I’m going to have a job,” 

Schippers said. 

Schippers confirmed that the 

MiCareerQuest Southwest event was 

a huge opportunity for area students. 

“The more they can get out there and 

see what’s going on, all the different 

pathways, and how there are a lot of 

careers out there, the better,” she said. 

“This is a great opportunity for them to 

just see different things that you would 

not normally see going through school.”

Kate Lindsay is one of the students 

whom Schippers advises. A confident 

and bright-eyed eighth grader, Lindsay 

said she’d like to become a biochemist, 

but she’s open to other possibilities. 

“There are definitely a lot of things 

that I’ve seen today that have changed 

my mind on the kind of the path that 

I want to take,” Lindsay said. “Do I 

want to take the chemistry path, or do 

I want to take the path of machinery 

using coding? Or photography and stuff 

like that, using cameras and different 

materials to build or create things? 

I will look into those (now) because I 

know there are a lot of career paths I 

can take when I’m older. Potentially, 

what I’m thinking in eighth grade could 

change from what I’ll be thinking as a 

senior in high school.”

REGISTER 269.381.4416 
WWW.KALFOUND.ORG

dr. mae  
jemison

 
Dr. Mae Jemison broke more than the  

sound barrier when she climbed aboard the  
Space Shuttle Endeavor in 1992. She became 
the first woman of color to travel into space. 

On March 23, she will recount her inspirational 
story and speak about the importance of STEM 

education — especially for girls and people 
of color — at the Kalamazoo Community 

Foundation’s 2017 Community Meeting.

MARCH 23 MILLER AUDITORIUM
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MARKETS Industries with highly engineered, 

high-traffic, high-use environments:

Corporate | Education | Government  

Food Production | Restaurant, Retail & 

Hotels | Manufacturing | Entertainment 

Pharmaceutical/Chemical | Healthcare 

Religious | Gas/Car Wash

WHO WORKS THERE Skilled manufacturing 

workers including product engineers, 

software engineers, information technology 

technicians, material handlers, and  

truck drivers.

CULTURE Family-oriented. Printed on the 

back of every business card are Henry’s 

principles for a happy and productive work 

environment, which conclude with  

“We are a family.”

COMPANY Special-Lite, Inc.

HEADQUARTERS Decatur, Michigan

ADDITIONAL LOCATIONS Niles, Michigan; 

Marshall, Arkansas

YEAR FOUNDED 1969

WEBSITE special-lite.com

EXECUTIVE Henry L. Upjohn II, CEO

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES 160

CUSTOMER BASE North America

WHY To design, engineer, manufacture, and 

sell high-performance products for selected 

segments of the commercial entrance market 

WHAT THEY MAKE  
Doors | Hardware & Lites (i.e. Windows)  

Framing & Panels | Restroom Partitions  

Interior Architectural Products 

Extreme Performance  
(i.e., Bullet and Blow Resistant)

Branches of 
the U.S. military 
often select 
Special-Lite 
blow-resistant 
products for 
entrances.

Special-Lite, 
Incorporated
STORY HEATHER BAKER
Photos HANNAH Ziegeler

Fact

Made in (269)
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Job openings are available at  
special-lite.com/employment

The company’s SL-17  
FRP Door IS capable of 
taking a direct hit from 
a baseball BAt at high 
velocity. Special-Lite is the 
largest-volume producer 
of Fiberglass Reinforced 
Polyester (FRP) doors  
in the U.S. today.

WHERE YOU’LL PASS THROUGH 
SPECIAL-LITE DOORS:

Chick-fil-A 
Walt Disney WorlD 
Detroit MaRriott 
National Life Building 
Chicago Public Schools  
Whirlpool Corporation 
National Institutes of Health 
Cincinnati Zoo 
HARLEY-DAVIDSON MUSEUM 

Now Hiring

DID YOU KNOW?
Its world-class closed-cell 

polyurethane foamed core process, 
recognized as the Special-Lite 

“poured-in-place process,” 
continues today as an industry 
standard. Unlike wood and 
metal doors, Special-Lite 

doors will not split, peel, rust, 
corrode, crack, or rot. 

The company’s commitment 
to social responsibility 

and community is affirmed 
by its loyalty to Decatur, 

Michigan, where it retains 
an 180,000-square-foot 

manufacturing facility also 
serving as its headquarters.

Lockheed Martin 
Phillips 66 Company 
Harley-Davidson Museum 
KNOUSE FOODS
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Learn about upcoming mixers, seminars, 
workshops, and more at mixswmi.com.

I get to be creative
and have fun while

helping people.

“

”
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What does an interior designer do?
An interior designer takes a client’s request 

for spaces in buildings, and gives them a great 

solution for furniture for their interiors while 

keeping in mind the client’s vision and mission.

What does your typical day look like?
My typical day is usually spent in the office 

working on space planning, furniture designs, 

and furniture layouts. I do a lot of budget 

pricing for customers and furniture options—

customers want to see what a lobby, an office, 

or a collaboration area could look like. I do 

renderings, which are a 3-D visual with color, 

lighting, furniture, and architectural features 

that show what a space will potentially look like. 

What do you find most rewarding  
about your job?
What I find most rewarding is that I get to 

be creative and have a lot of fun in my job, 

while helping people. It’s a great way to give 

back to the community. Whether I’m helping a 

corporate company or a small business, I can 

give back to society with a great design layout 

for a space by putting creative thought into it. 

What sparks your interest in  
interior design?
Really fun and funky and inviting spaces that 

make someone want to eat, play, or work there. 

What questions do you ask yourself 
when you see a space?
What drives people to want to be in a place 

rather than that space’s competitor? What’s 

really interesting about that place? What draws 

people to interiors? Why do they gravitate 

toward those places?

Everyone has to start somewhere.  
What was your first job?
My first internship was at Ethan Allen on West 

Main in Kalamazoo. It’s a residential company. 

They’re global. 

What’s your favorite part about being  
an interior designer?
When I’m at work, I don’t feel like I’m working. 

I am having fun. What excites me the most is 

seeing my design go from 2D and 3D computer 

renderings transferred to the real deal. 

Where do you find inspiration for the 
designs that you create?
Besides using design literature like magazines 

and online literature or books, I enjoy traveling 

and visiting new public spaces. Recently, I 

went to Des Moines, Iowa, to visit my brother. 

I saw what was going on there, and what 

drew people to restaurants and bars and the 

breweries. It’s still the Midwest, but to see what 

designs are looking like there, versus West 

Michigan, was really inspiring. 

What skills are important for a 
successful career in interior design?
You need to have a sense of awareness of a 

person’s surroundings, and how they interact 

in an environment, and how someone uses 

that environment.

What is the biggest lesson that you  
have learned since the beginning of  
your career?
Read and reread what you’re doing, whether it’s 

price books or an email or drawings or the fine 

print. When it comes down to the end of the 

day, this is your design. You have to be able to 

back up and have research or a reason for why 

you’re doing something.

How do you balance creativity  
with business?
You definitely have to respect and be aware 

of your customer’s mission or style and what 

their business is. For example, think about a 

restaurant: You have fine dining restaurants 

and have breweries. They’re both restaurants, 

but their styles are different. One’s style may 

include white tablecloths, and the other’s may 

be a hangout for friends. You have to respect 

who you’re working with. 

How do you keep your creativity sharp?
You have to stay on top of what just came out 

from different manufacturers—what’s the newest 

product, the latest technology, and how it’s being 

integrated into furniture. It’s being involved in the 

design world and the design community.

If you could be creative in another 
space, what would that be?
A dance teacher. I used to dance growing up, 

and in college I taught a couple classes. 

What advice would you give to an 
aspiring interior designer?
Keep a fine line between keeping everything 

that you create, and not becoming a hoarder. 

Whether it’s a scratch piece of paper, 

something you wrote on a napkin, a textbook, 

a floor plan, a fabric sample, keep everything 

because you will want it someday. Stay 

organized, because things will resurface that 

you will need to reference.

Natalie DePerro
INTERIOR DESIGNER at MARXMODA

By Regan Dewall | Photo by Rhino Media

a conversation with

Design IN (269)

FOR THE FULL INTERVIEW, 
PLEASE VISIT 269mag.com
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One local bank considers 
banking a family matter. 
A state-of-the-art heat treating facility serving the 

aerospace, medical, and tool and die industries, 

Darby Metal Treating, Inc. is not only a proud family-

owned business, but also takes pride in treating 

their customers like family. A passion for delivering 

personal service is what drew them to First National 

Bank of Michigan, too. “All banks have money to 

lend,” Tom said, “but First National Bank of Michigan 

cares about building a relationship. They’re local, 

so they’re more attentive and responsive. You work 

with the real decision-makers, right from the start.” 

Together, We are First.
616.242.6500  |  269.349.0100  |  fnbmichigan.com

Tom Darby, his daughter, Adrien, and his son, Max, of Darby Metal Treating, Inc., 
with Chris Mars, Vice President, First National Bank of Michigan.

Personal Banking    Business Banking    Wealth Management

www.smb-t.com    800.379.7628

Member FDIC

C O M M O N
S E N S E

B A N K I N G

S I N C E  1 8 7 2
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Reat Job!” 
When it comes to motivating team 

members, the simple act of offering 

praise and recognition for a job well 

done goes a long way.

Why?

Positive feedback triggers the release of dopamine, 

which serves as a neurotransmitter in the brain. 

Chemicals released in the brain stimulate feelings of 

happiness, innovative thinking, and creative problem 

solving. Beyond making people feel good, the pride, 

pleasure, and increased self-esteem resulting from a 

compliment can boost individual performance.

When praise and recognition occur regularly in the 

workplace, positive emotions follow and engaged 

cultures develop. Brad Black, president and CEO 

of HUMANeX Ventures and a Gallup Hall of Fame 

recipient for his work on designing and building 

a world-class leadership and human resources 

model, agrees: “You need to recognize reality—in 

every profession there is a range of performance. 

This range is not affected by skill or knowledge—it 

is always talent.” When that performance is 

acknowledged, cultural engagement skyrockets.

The Gallup® organization agrees. Its studies 

encompass more than 4 million employees in 10,000 

business units across more than 30 industries, and 

find that when management regularly acknowledges 

strong performance, productivity increases, 

engagement among colleagues spikes, employees 

are less likely to quit, customer loyalty and 

satisfaction surge, and accidents in the workplace 

decrease dramatically. 

Abraxas Worldwide, in Kalamazoo, Michigan, uses 

tools from HUMANeX Ventures to strategically 

select, position, and develop people in the right 

roles to maximize the potential of its team.

Melanie Gilbert, administrative services associate 

director at Abraxas, explains one such tactic the 

company uses to give feedback: the company hands 

out diamond-shaped pads of paper to all employees, 

called “diamond drops.”

Gilbert says, “We encourage employees to write 

diamond drops (of appreciation) for their coworkers 

within their departments, and outside their 

departments, if they see somebody doing a really great 

job. During our monthly company wide meetings, we 

encourage employees to read (out loud what they 

wrote on) diamond drops that they are giving to a 

coworker. Employees are humbled by it. They really 

appreciate it. You can see in the recipient’s face. It’s 

always how we close the meetings. It’s not only coming 

from management to employees, but employees giving 

appreciation to each other.

“From the first employee survey we rolled out in 

December of 2013 to where we are now, we see 

much higher employee satisfaction at Abraxas. 

Employees feel much more valued. They’re happy 

to work at here.”

Oftentimes, most workplaces, including schools, 

don’t stop to celebrate. They are too busy taking 

care of business, and in the educational field, that 

means students. In a recent Gallup poll, more than 

25 million employees around the world, including 

over 100,000 educators, were asked what engages 

them at work. The lowest item rated by K–12 

G“

HOW CELEBRATING ACHIEVEMENT IN THE WORKPLACE AND CLASSROOM 
INCREASES ENGAGEMENT / bY STEFAN SCHAFFER & HEATHER BAKER 

PHOTOS BY HANNAH ZIEGELER

SPECIAL FEATURE
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teachers was “in the last seven days, I have received 

recognition or praise for doing good work.” 

When Gallup asked teachers to rate their principals 

on measures such as management style, philosophy, 

and school climate, the principals receiving 

the highest ratings were recognized for valuing 

“recognition as a frequent and ongoing activity that 

builds a strong, positive school culture” and building 

“an environment in which recognition is contagious 

and everyone plays an important role.”

Enter the Catalyst Education Awards.

Regional economic development organization 

Southwest Michigan First founded the awards program 

in 2016 with the mission to make Southwest Michigan 

globally recognized for preparing people to thrive 

in education and employment. The program hopes 

that by recognizing excellence practices currently 

taking place in local classrooms, other educators and 

schools will elevate their students’ performance by 

implementing best practices into their own classrooms 

and trying innovations of their own.

With a regional seasonally unadjusted jobless rate 

of 4.0 percent as of November 2016 across Berrien, 

Branch, Calhoun, Cass, Kalamazoo, St. Joseph, 

and Van Buren counties, the region’s workforce is 

stretched to its limits. Southwest Michigan First 

sees the region’s K–12 educational systems as the 

greatest resource for talent to supply future workforce 

demand. According to its chief executive officer and 

senior partner, Ron Kitchens, “From classroom 

to community, we all can only grow stronger by 

encouraging teacher innovation and supporting 

leadership in our schools to produce talented 

students who will excel 

in our schools, and 

upon graduation from 

high school, community 

college, or university, 

come to work at our 

great companies.

The 2017 Catalyst 

Education Awards 

honor one winning 

school, a principal, 

and three teachers. 

Kitchens continues, 

“While students receive 

report cards to showcase 

their achievements, 

the Catalyst Education 

Awards believe that 

teachers, principals, 

and schools should 

take time to celebrate 

big achievements and 

innovative practices, 

too. Many say that 

teaching is a calling. 

Because we couldn’t 

agree more, we proudly support the outstanding 

educators who have dedicated themselves to making 

a difference in our children’s lives.” 

Children should be given the opportunity to succeed 

academically under any circumstance. Whether this 

means connecting with them personally to ensure 

that they’re keeping a level head amidst the social 

and scholastic challenges in our modern educational 

environment, or immersing students in scenarios 

designed to strengthen skills that will be needed 

in their future work, build character, and promote 

perseverance, this year’s Catalyst Education Award 

winners have done everything in their power to 

create a habitat for student success. And while all 

of them have managed to win the hearts of their staff 

and students, each has taken a different approach 

in doing so.

A firm believer in “wiggle time,” Danielle 
Niewoonder, a first grade teacher at Schoolcraft 

Elementary, dictates that “a child’s attention span is 

directly related to their age, each year representing a 

minute of their undivided attention.” With such logic 

applied, Niewoonder has a full six minutes before 

her class starts to lose interest. 

Danielle 
Niewoonder

WINNING TEACHER

Grade One

Schoolcraft Elementary

Schoolcraft, MI
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In order to accommodate their needs, Niewoonder 

created a wiggle-safe environment for her kids. 

Furnished with pull-apart desks, three different 

options of chairs to bounce around on, and a 

community cache of school supplies at the center 

of each desk cluster, her classroom exudes auras 

of comfort and acceptance. The inviting vibes are 

further amplified by purple walls, a reading corner 

with bookcases and benches built by her grandfather, 

and of course, a big, colorful rug at the front of the 

room to gather round. 

The effort Niewoonder put into setting up the 

ambiance in her classroom is astonishing, and 

yet it pales in comparison to the work she put into 

forming her curriculum. With students at a variety of 

levels across a wide range of subjects, her cardinal 

concern is making sure all her students are getting 

the help they need to succeed. In order to give her 

kids the best equipment around, Niewoonder has 

applied to pilot various educational products, and 

was recently approved for one-to-one computing 

(referred to as 1:1), which supplies each child 

with his or her own tablet. These tablets can then 

be used by Niewoonder and her students to track 

progress, making it much easier for both parties to 

understand which areas they excel in, and which 

could use a bit of work.

In terms of academic progression, Niewoonder 

believes that the most difficult aspect of first grade is 

conquering the nine reading levels required to reach 

second grade. To ensure that all students receive 

the attention they need, Niewoonder and her two 

teammates, who also teach first grade at Schoolcraft 

Elementary, divide their kids into multiple reading 

groups based on their ability as readers. Once 

the divisions are made, each group addresses the 

problems presented at its level, overcomes them, and 

moves on to the next level at a pace that suits the 

whole group. 

While Niewoonder knows the importance of her 

class’s intellectual prowess, and has done everything 

in her power to help them succeed, she knows that 

her job extends far beyond scholasticism. First 

grade is the grade in which children begin to learn 

academically, as 

opposed to being 

taught how to interact 

with one another. 

Unfortunately, there 

are many cases in 

which kids struggle 

in first grade because 

their teachers never 

took the time to 

establish a connection with them. Luckily for her 

kids, Niewoonder has vowed never to join the ranks 

of such educators. She holds both love and trust in 

high regard, hoping that all of her students will leave 

first grade knowing that their teacher sincerely cared 

about every aspect of their young lives.

Dawn Kahler may not have purple paint on the 

walls of her eighth grade science classroom at the 

Milwood Magnet School, but she’s still on par with 

Niewoonder when it comes to caring about her kids. 

She steps into her classroom no later than 6:00 a.m. 

every weekday, and spends the weekends at school 

preparing for the units ahead. 

Strongly supportive of an educational mode that is 

tailored to fit the needs of each student rather than a 

single teacher, Kahler has become fond of Milwood’s 

recently adopted “Growth Mindset.” This attitude, 

which allows her to promote the progression of 

confidence and character as much as knowledge of 

natural hazards, also aided her in connecting with 

her students. 

“It’s hard to understand someone when you aren’t 

willing to understand the community around them,” 

said Kahler as she expressed the importance she places 

on her relationship with the students in her class.

Fortunately, Milwood’s Growth Mindset and its 

critical thought-based model of learning have helped 

Dawn 
Kahler

WINNING TEACHER

Grade Eight

Milwood Magnet School

Kalamazoo, MI
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Kahler bridge the gap between teacher and student. 

By requiring her students to keep journals, Kahler 

receives a unique glimpse into the life of each 

student, which helps her understand where they’re 

coming from. 

Some teachers pay no mind to the opinions held by 

their students, but Kahler is not among them. In 

fact, alongside the many distractions that they face, 

Kahler believes the biggest challenge for many kids 

is overcoming the heartache that comes along with 

being a young adult in this day in age. “It seems 

we’ve entered an era where people are afraid to be 

themselves, and instead they try to be whatever it 

is that people approve of, but they can’t be, because 

that isn’t who they are,” Kahler responded when 

asked what she meant by “overcoming heartache.”

The journals are a good starting point, but Kahler 

knows helping her kids best their personal struggles 

requires more than a pen and paper. She is a huge 

fan of one-on-one interactions, as she is able to 

use them to empower her students throughout their 

educational process. Instead of simply assigning a 

target for her students to reach at the end of each 

unit, Kahler conducts an in-depth discussion with 

each student. At the end of each conversation 

Kahler gives her students the opportunity to set 

their own goals, which they spend the rest of the 

year trying to achieve. 

By allowing her kids a certain amount of control over 

their academic destiny, Kahler has provided them 

with the internal motivation that fulfills Milwood’s 

growth mindset. In addition, giving her kids space 

has resulted in them picking topics they are interested 

in, thus improving the academic atmosphere via the 

passion that surfaces 

once they present their 

finished products.

“I want all of my 

students to leave my 

classroom knowing that 

they matter, and that 

their opinions matter. 

More than anything, 

I want them to have 

enough confidence in 

themselves to stand 

up for the things they 

believe in,” Kahler. 

Her subject may be science, but Kahler would like 

to think that her students learn far more about 

themselves than they do about her topic.

Over the course of his tenure as the maestro of 

music at Niles High School, Josh Doe has doubled 

the number of kids in the school’s band program. 

The sight of his classroom—packed to the brim with 

young adults ranging from sixth grade to 12th, all of 

whom reside at different spots across the spectrum 

of musical talent—might intimidate a lesser teacher.

On the contrary, this performer-turned-teacher 

embraces the many obstacles that come with his 

gargantuan ensemble, believing that cooperation 

on behalf of all its members is the only way to 

overcome them.

“It’s messy, noisy, and there’s constant movement,” 

said Doe when asked to describe an average practice 

session. A strong believer in the notion that kids learn 

more when they are forced to challenge themselves 

and make mistakes, he is more than happy to deal 

with the ear-piercing off-notes that inevitably shriek 

through the air during rehearsal, knowing that 

such mistakes will correct themselves with enough 

practice. And while he is always pleased to hear 

his band play in perfect unison, Doe’s mission as 

a teacher goes far deeper than simply teaching his 

kids how to play their instruments.

“There is no proven Mozart effect,” Doe admitted 

when asked about the relationship between music 

and academia. That said, he holds fast to the belief 

that picking up an instrument can, and very often 

Josh Doe
WINNING TEACHER

Band Director

Niles High School

Niles, MI
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does, dramatically improve a child’s life. That 

improvement comes with students choosing to be 

a part of something bigger than themselves, thus 

having to adapt to the needs of their bandmates.

Doe made a point of mentioning how accommodating 

his administrative staff has been to him and his 

students, bringing up a particular instance in 

which the band couldn’t find buses to take them to 

the state festival.

“At the drop of a hat our administration spent $1,500 

on charter busses to get us there,” Doe reflected. 

The administration has helped him out in a number 

of other ways, chiefly supplying his students with their 

instruments. In return, Doe and his group of merry 

minstrels have taken a previously lackluster program 

and polished it into the school’s crown jewel.

Collaboration is key for Jim French and his close-

knit staff at Portage Northern High School. A 

lifelong Southwest Michigan local, now principal 

at Portage Northern, French adamantly disagrees 

with the self-described “beatings will continue until 

morale improves” model of education that he grew 

up in. Instead, French wants his students to feel 

appreciated and accepted, and hopes to teach them 

the values of good character and perseverance.

French receives an incredible amount of support from 

his staff, taking the word “Pride” to a whole new level. 

Sure, every school has pride, but you’d be hard pressed 

to find one that uses the word synonymously with its 

mission statement. The staff at Portage Northern 

has broken down “Pride” into a five-pronged matrix 

that urges staff and students alike to be positive 

and respectful, show 

initiative as well as 

determination, and 

be engaged in the 

learning process. 

The staff has 

definitely kept their 

part of the bargain. 

By utilizing modern 

technologies, such as 

camera phones and various social media outlets, 

teachers at Portage Northern have turned traditional 

classroom distractions into useful tools that promote 

participation in the classroom. The staff’s decision 

to accommodate students has a reciprocal effect 

in that students are more likely to appreciate their 

teachers’ efforts, thus creating a base to establish 

strong student-teacher relationships.

Establishing such relationships is a necessary step 

in teaching kids how to persevere, which in French’s 

opinion may be the most important aspect of modern 

education. Worried that our nation’s attitude is one of 

“don’t make mistakes because failing can be painful,” 

French hopes that his kids realize that learning how to 

dissect problems based on lessons learned from past 

mistakes is exponentially more rewarding than living 

a life in which failure is unacceptable. He has but one 

message for parents when it comes to mistakes: “Let 

your children make them.”

In similar fashion to French and his staff, the 

Comstock STEM Academy, which provides a unique 

take on K–8 education, was founded upon the idea that 

students should learn how to adapt to and persevere 

through our world’s many challenges. Presided over 

by Director Chris Chopp, the academy’s curriculum 

is rooted in science, technology, engineering, and 

mathematics. And though these four areas of study 

are often thought of as analytic rather than creative, 

the team at Comstock has made a point of being an 

exception to such opinions.

Jim French
WINNING Principal

Portage Northern  
High School

Portage, MI Comstock  
STEM Academy

WINNING School

Comstock, MI



By introducing students to a LEGO® 

room, in which kids are asked 

to build scenes that were read to 

them out of a storybook, the staff at 

Comstock has successfully blurred 

the line between creativity and 

basic engineering. Likewise, the 

recent addition of a 3D printer to the 

school’s already impressive arsenal 

of technologies allows 

students to connect the 

dots between art and 

math by imagining, 

coding, and printing 

miniature 3D versions 

of land masses and 

skyscrapers.

With so many awe-

inspiring mechanisms on 

the premises, Comstock 

STEM has seemingly 

adopted the mantra of 

Uncle Ben, from Marvel 

Comics’ Spider-Man stories: “With great power 

comes great responsibility.” While it is a public 

school, Comstock STEM Academy does ask its 

students to apply before being admitted.

“We want to be sure that each child has a drive 

to learn,” Chopp said when asked about the 

admissions process. 

After submitting their test scores, filling out the 

Comstock STEM application, and sitting down for an 

interview with Director Chopp, students who apply are 

considered for admission. Those who exhibit a genuine 

interest in an accelerated academic atmosphere, as 

well as a desire to be challenged by it, are given the 

opportunity to attend Comstock STEM.

In truth, Comstock STEM’s advanced curriculum is but 

a fraction of what makes this establishment worthy of 

its Catalyst Education Award. Like its four companion 

honorees, Comstock STEM puts major emphasis on 

each student’s personal progression, which extends 

past the walls of each institution and the subjects 

taught at them, and encompasses the greater makeup of 

their character. By investing every fiber of their beings 

into the students who roam their halls, this year’s award 

winners have taken it upon themselves to begin a major 

shift in the mood of educators by promoting the belief 

that students must be taught to value and explore any 

areas of study that interest them, while being supported 

at home by parents and guardians who let them be 

comfortable with who they are. 

You can learn more about how to enter 
yourself, your school, or a fellow 
educator for consideration for a 2018 
Catalyst Education Award at 
catalystuniversity.me/recognition/education.

The deadline for entry for is August 31, 2017.
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CATALYST
EDUCATION AWARDS

 

The Catalyst Education Awards’ mission is to make Southwest Michigan globally 
recognized for preparing people to thrive in education and employment. 

TEACHER AWARD
Recognizes K–12 teachers for their passion and 
commitment to their profession through innovation 
and creativity in the classroom, and professional 
growth and development.

PRINCIPAL AWARD
Honors K–12 principals for their leadership in 
establishing a positive campus climate, in 
instructional innovation and management, and in 
communication and community relations.

SCHOOL OF 
THE YEAR AWARD
Commends a K–12 school community for commitment to 
student achievement enhanced by innovative programs, 
parent and community involvement, and professional 
development opportunities for teachers and administrators.

Submit at 
catalystuniversity.me/recognition/education

Many say that teaching is a calling. And because we couldn’t agree more, we proudly 
support the outstanding educators who have dedicated themselves to making a di�erence in 
our children’s lives — a di�erence that positively impacts our community. In solidarity with these 
teachers, principals, and schools, we proudly support education e�orts in Southwest Michigan. 
From classroom to community, we are working to create a strong Southwest Michigan.
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Define leadership. 
Vulnerability, honesty, transparency, planning, 

strategy … with a bit of focus, and goals.

What are the most important  
decisions you make as a leader  
of your organization? 
One of the most important decisions I make is who I 

keep (on my team) from a culture standpoint. I have 

a very good team and I try to keep them protected, 

so when we introduce new people, I think it’s very 

important for me to screen them properly. 

What is one characteristic that you  
believe every leader should possess? 
Honesty. I think every good leader should possess 

the characteristic of being honest. It’s the only way 

to success.  

Is there one behavior or trait that you are 
seeing derail more leaders’ careers?
Showing favoritism. The moment your team sees 

favoritism exhibited toward another person more, 

jealously and envy subconsciously develop that will 

destroy your team overnight.

What do you do for fun? 
I like to make music. That’s one of my big things, 

making music, and then I travel a little bit. 

What’s your “go-to” spot to eat lunch 
 in Southwest Michigan? 
Erbelli’s Pizza. I love pizza, When I really want a 

good pizza, I either go there, or call for a pickup.

If you could go to dinner with  
three people, who would they be? 
Mark Cuban. Bill Johnston. Sean Combs. 

What are three things that 
you cannot travel on business 
without? 
I can’t travel without my suits and a 

nice pair of shoes for sure. My phone 

and my laptop. But, the secret sauce is 

my hair grease. 

Who would you most like to meet? 
Marcus Lemonis of CNBC’s The Profit.

How do you get your most creative ideas? 
At night, when I’m taking my shower before I go 

to sleep, the ideas roll in. I think it’s because 

everything is so quiet. 

What inspires you? 
Change. When you stop to reflect upon the changes 

that you’ve made, it makes you want to keep going 

and keep pushing. That keeps me fired up! I grew up 

a little in poverty for a portion of my life and, to see 

where I started from to where I’m at now, that makes 

me want to just create more change. Not just for me, 

but for other people. Change is very inspiring.

What is your favorite leadership book?
Emotional Intelligence 2.0 by Travis Bradberry. 

The book showed me how to deal with emotions. 

How do you maintain your and your  
team’s daily motivation? 
I share my daily motivations with my team. And I 

give my workers one-on-one time. 

What are you doing to ensure your  
continued growth as a leader? 
I attend seminars, read a lot of books, and I talk to 

leaders around the community whom I view to be 

really good leaders. When I touch base with them, 

it keeps me sharp. When I think I’m right, they give 

me a whole other lineup. They keep me honest.

What is the biggest challenge facing  
leaders today? 
A true leader doesn’t relax very long. When you 

become too relaxed, the glue starts coming apart. If 

you have a deadline, or a goal to meet, everybody’s 

counting on you to lead that race. I’ve known just 

from my personal leadership that workers tend to 

work just as hard as you, and if you show some hard 

ethic, they’ll try to outwork you. 

One of my policies is, at my business, “Nobody 

outworks the boss.” It creates a little competition, 

good competition. When I jump in with my team 

and do some folds, they say, “Oh, he isn’t afraid to 

get his hands dirty.” It just helps fire everyone up. 

Big time!

What is your “Life Quote?”
“I am powerful and in control of myself and my 

life.” It comes from the book The 40 Laws of the 

Alpha Male.

There’s also one that I got one from my track coach 

years ago. I don’t know where she got it from. I 

was on the line getting ready to run the 110-meter 

hurdles. She came up to me and said, “Hey! Repeat 

this: I believe in me and my abilities.” How can we 

survive in this world if we don’t believe in ourselves? 

Jeremiah Smith
CEO/OWnER/Operator at Coin Express

CONTINUED ON PAGE 45
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Define leadership. 
Connecting people, and then being able to inspire 

them to make your vision come to life.

What are the most important  
decisions you make as a leader  
of your organization? 
The most important thing that I can do as a 

leader here is making sure that I’m developing 

opportunities for people to advance in their careers. 

When people feel engaged and like there’s a 

place for them to develop within a company, your 

company is going to be successful.

What is one characteristic that you believe 
every leader should possess? 
Empathy. You have to be able to look at your staff, 

business partners, and vendors, and feel like you 

can wear their shoes by understanding where 

they’re coming from. 

Is there one behavior or trait that you are 
seeing derail more leaders’ careers?
Letting ego take over. The ones who lead with their 

ego are the ones who are going to make mistakes, 

when it turns out that they weren’t the smartest 

person in the room. Leaders who are great are the 

ones who understand that and are able to build a 

great team around them that takes 

advantage of everyone’s strengths 

and minimizes weaknesses, 

including their own. 

What do you do for fun? 
Anything outdoors. I love being outdoors. I 

have two young boys, 13 and 11, and they’re 

very active. We’re a close family. We play a 

lot together and I watch them play sports. That 

occupies a lot of my time. 

What’s your “go-to” spot to eat lunch 
in Southwest Michigan? 
Food Dance.

If you could go to dinner with three people, 
who would they be? 
Mark Zuckerberg. Leonardo DiCaprio. Gwen Stefani.

What are three things that you cannot 
travel on business without? 
My workout shoes, my tennis shoes, and my iPad.

Who would you most like to meet? 
Katy Perry is extremely talented and so creative. 

Every time I’ve seen her, like at the Super Bowl 

XLIX Halftime Show, I look at her and I think, 

“How is she always keeping things fresh and new?” 

How do you get your most creative ideas? 
When I’m running!

What inspires you? 
Nature. It ties in with running. Whenever I go 

somewhere, I like to find a place to run. It inspires 

me when I see light in the morning, during a sunset, 

or in the trees and woods.

What is your favorite leadership book?
Start with Why by Simon Sinek. It is a book that 

did a nice job of explaining why companies need 

to know who they are, and why they’re doing what 

they’re doing.

How do you maintain your and your  
team’s daily motivation? 
Communication. Communicate to everybody all 

the time. You can’t overcommunicate. I think that 

makes your team feel like they know what’s going 

on all the time. Then, there are no surprises. 

What are you doing to ensure your  
continued growth as a leader? 
You have to constantly take care to stay on top of 

things, create change, and go with the change.

What is the biggest challenge facing  
leaders today?  
The generational gap is a big challenge because 

there are a lot of businesses today that have three 

to four generations that work inside their doors. I 

know our company has three, and a lot of them are 

baby boomers. 

I realize, that as a leader, you have to lead differently 

to the different generations. As the workforce shifts 

towards being made increasingly up of millennials, 

leaders need to understand that they have to be 

cognizant of what generation a person represents, 

because they look at leadership differently.

What is your “Life Quote?” 
“Nothing ventured, nothing gained.” It’s really 

important to not be afraid to take chances and 

calculated risks. If you don’t try, you’re not going to 

get anything from it!

Stacey Hamlin
PRESIDENT AND CEO at CTS TELECOM

To read the full interviews,  GO TO 269mag.com

Q&A’s with Leaders of Industry
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The fate of empires depends on the education of youth.
ARISTOTLE

Radical: Waiting for 
‘Superman’

269 Book Club FILM + ART S

Fighting to Put Students First  
BY MICHELLE RHEE

RATED PG | 2010
Michelle Rhee’s life story sets 

the state for her advocacy of 

education reform.

This film from director Davis 

Guggenheim explores honest 

education reform in our 

nation’s public schools.

JULIE F OX | F OUNDER

A collection of what’s great in literature, 
film, and culture this month in (269).
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Free Love 
Bakery
Portage, MI 
FREELOVEBAKERY.COM
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The Green  
Glove Dryer

Kalamazoo  
Candle  
Company

Portage, MI 
thegreenglovedryer.COM

Kalamazoo, MI 
kalamazoocandle.COM
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Hilltop 
Designs
Martin, MI 
HilltopDesignsHd.COM

CHRIS T INE W EBER | F OUNDER4

The region’s exciting entrepreneurial competition is on! These four small 

businesses are the finalists in Makers’ Mart, an annual competition to 

highlight creators in Southwest Michigan. The winner will be announced 

on January 26, 2017, live at Catalyst University, presented by Southwest 

Michigan First. Learn more at catalystuniversity.me/recognition.
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Ken Miller
CEO AND PRINCIPAL PARTNER OF THE MILLENNIUM RESTAURANT GROUP  
Story HEATHER BAKER   PHOTO MITCHELL CONRAD

1947 / Born in Frog Hollow at the 
foot of Bundy Hill in the Irish hills 
down at Somerset Center, Michigan

1950 / Moved to Albion, Michigan 
My passion and energy for business 

goes back to my father, who was in basic 

production for Corning Glass. He taught 

me: “You show up on time, put in a full 

day’s worth of work, and be nice. Things 

will work out for you.”  But the most 

important thing my father taught me was 

to be prepared: ‘You are as good as any 

man, but better than none. Get out of your 

lane sometimes. Get in a faster lane. If 

you want something else, get out of your 

lane, but be prepared!’

1965 / Graduated from Western 
Michigan University (WMU) with  
a Bachelor’s Degree in marketing  
and economics 

1970 / Graduated from WMU with  
a Master’s Degree in management  
and finance

1974 / Sold Computers for Unisys, 
formerly Burroughs Corporation
I sold computers that would fill the size of a 

room. Now you can do everything from the 

iPhones on your desk.

1977 / Earned a Juris Doctorate 
from Western Michigan University 
Cooley Law School
When I started to practice law, I always knew 

that I wanted to serve two masters. So when 

I practiced law, I focused on the business, 

which opened the doors for some investments.

1977 / Founded Biomet, a medical  
device manufacturer located in 
Warsaw, Indiana
It was always interesting to me that two guys 

from Kalamazoo (my brother and I) would 

be actively involved in a medical device 

company in Warsaw. Because of competition, 

I became close with many people from 

Stryker Corporation, as we were in the same 

industry, and at the same conferences and 

events. In 2008, it was acquired by an 

investment group led by Goldman Sachs that 

has since resold to Zimmer.

1985 / Co-founded Radio Associates 
Group with broadcast properties in 
Michigan, California, and Nevada
The series of investments included WKZO 

590 AM in Kalamazoo and B-93.7 FM in 

Grand Rapids. The industry changed and 

chased us out. It was either go big or go 

home. We decided to go home.

I thought, “Why don’t I live in California 

and travel to Michigan, as opposed to living 

in Michigan and traveling to California?” 

When you have to analyze that hard why 

you don’t want to live somewhere, you just 

don’t want to live there. I like living in 

Kalamazoo, so I stayed.

I sold 

computers 

that would 

fill the size 

of a room. 

Now you 

can do 

everything 

from the 

iPhones® 

on your 

desk.”

“

LEADER TIMELINE
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1988 / Invested in the idler riverboat 
in south haven, michigan 
“At the time, I was single, hungry, and 

thirsty. The only way to get all those things 

resolved was to buy a bar. I invested with 

two others, eventually investing in the 

Black Swan and a series of others. I’ve 

stayed with restaurants because that’s 

where my passion is. The rest (of my 

activities) were just investments.”

1990 / co-founded avtech 
laboratories, a pharmaceutical 
products testing laboratory in 
kalamazoo, michigan

1997 / co-founded team industries, 
a manufacturer of expanded 
polystyrene for commercial and 
residential construction in  
grand rapids, michigan and 
winchester, virginia
I am the proverbial jack of all trades, 

with just enough knowledge to survive the 

diversity of investments I’ve made.

1997 / founded keystone community 
bank of kalamazoo
Banking is similar to restaurants: Instead of 

food, you buy and sell money on margins.

1999 / Founded the  
millennium restaurant group
My partners and I formed the Millennium 

Restaurant Group in December 1999—that 

is where we got the term ‘Millennium.’ 

There were a lot of skeptics when we opened 

the Epic Bistro in downtown Kalamazoo. 

All of a sudden, things started happening 

in downtown Kalamazoo because of Bill 

Johnston, Tom Huff, and Josh Weiner. Last 

year was our 16th year downtown; we had 

a record year at the Epic Bistro and The 

Union. That’s a testament to the rising tide 

here. There are 23 new restaurants that 

didn’t exist 15 years ago.

Too many people think of restaurants as 

hobbies. The Millennium Restaurant Group 

is a professional restaurant company for 

professional restaurateurs. To me, leadership 

is about influence rather than authority. I’d 

rather influence my people with my habits. I 

instill in my group of 40 managers that this 

is their profession with a designated career 

path. Our guiding principles are: “Be caring. 

Be proud. Be professional.”

2017 / looking ahead
If I leave feeling that something is better 

now than when I found it, I have succeeded.

If I leave feeling that something 
is better now than when I found 
it, I have succeeded.

“

To me, leadership 
is about influence 
rather than 
authority. I’d 
rather influence 
my people with 
my habits. Our 
guiding principals 
are ‘Be caring. 
Be proud. Be 
professional.

On millennium restaurant group...
We are in the process of expanding to other 

locations in 2017. It is a competitive time 

in the restaurant industry, as we are all 

competing for workforce. We will add 200 

new jobs this year.

On WMU...
(Serving as Chair of the WMU Board of 

Trustees) As we look for the next president, 

we have different needs than in the past. 

This university is not the university it 

was 10 years ago. The inner threads of 

the community and university are much 

tighter now than they ever were, thanks 

to President John Dunn, economics, and 

culture. John (Dunn) has gotten us out of 

our lane and we’re on a very fast track.

On Kalamazoo...
When you have a passion for something, 

you find the time to get involved. The heart 

of our downtown is my passion. The Urban 

Growth Initiative, a partnership with the 

W.E. Upjohn Institute, is something that I’m 

involved with. One of my concerns is: “What 

has gotten us here, might not get us there.”

All the local anchors, like Bronson, WMU, 

and Kalamazoo Valley Community College, 

are what have gotten us here, but we need 

others to keep the momentum going. My 

passion is the urban core. It doesn’t matter 

how strong the muscles are if the heart isn’t 

strong. That work will help us determine 

what’s next for downtown.

“

”

”
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Shane Sheldon proceeds boldly 
when making food pairings at BOLD 

Restaurant & Catering in Kalamazoo 

(Texas Corners). Boldness comes naturally 

to Sheldon, who became a successful 

restaurateur by executing one bold move 

after another.

Many who knew Sheldon in his youth 

probably would have bet then that he would 

end up as a professional athlete in his 

later years. After graduating from Portage 

Central High School, Sheldon played 

baseball and football at Hillsdale College 

for one year, then packed up his glove 

and headed to Florida, where he played 

baseball at junior college. Soon thereafter, 

he was drafted by the Milwaukee Brewers 

and pitched three years in the minor 

leagues. An untimely injury sent Sheldon 

home, where he thought bartending might 

be fun for a while.

Sheldon began as a day bartender at Bravo! 

Restaurant and Café in Portage. It was 

there that he fell in love with what goes on 

in a restaurant. Sheldon recalls: “Shawn 

and Terry Hagen were great mentors. At 

the time, it probably bothered a lot of the 

staff that I asked too many questions. Not 

only did I bartend there, but I also hosted, 

bused, catered, and managed a bit. I never 

actually cooked, but I did get to cook some 

dinners with some guys in the kitchen…

outside of the restaurant.” 

Sheldon next enjoyed general manager roles 

at the Moors Grille Room, and then the 

Beacon Club. Coming off his tenure at the 

latter, he found himself suddenly presented 

with an opportunity in 2009 to open up 

a restaurant in a space about to become 

vacant. Having saved menu ideas over a 10-

year period, Sheldon was more than ready 

to take on his own establishment. He says: 

“I pulled the trigger and within a matter of 

weeks, my team helped put the whole BOLD 

concept together: Simple food. Big flavors.”

Unlike those who watched Sheldon on the 

field from afar in his early years, those 

close to him knew that he always loved to 

cook. “I’ve never been classically trained in 

Simple Food. Big Flavors.
THAT’s Bold! bY HEATHER BAKER | PHOTO by MItchell Conrad Growing 

up, my 

mom and 

dad hated 

it because 

I would 

make huge 

messes 

in the 

kitchen 

putting 

food 

together.”

“

Human Interest



JAN/FEB 2017	 269MAG.COM	 57

anything,” he acknowledges. “Growing up, 

my mom and dad hated it because I would 

make huge messes in the kitchen putting food 

together. Most of my recipes and most of the 

things I do are, as we say, very simple but 

have very bold flavors—very big flavors. Bold 

is a simple word; we do simple food.”

Sheldon began BOLD with his own vision, 

but knew he quickly needed a team: “I was 

always a team sport guy. Even when it comes 

to playing golf, I love scrambles more than 

I like playing my own ball. I’ve had a lot of 

good leaders in the restaurants and a lot of 

great coaches. From all of them, I picked 

up some important concepts around vision: 

When you have a vision, you can’t be afraid 

to stick to your guns, even if it is going to 

upset some members of the team. And, it’s 

always important to credit those who stick 

by your side.”

Most of the team still with Sheldon today 

started the BOLD concept with him. He 

recounts: “They even helped paint the 

place. They got to see the menu as it was 

being developed. They even got to taste all 

the food, which we still do on a daily basis.”

Sheldon quickly credits Executive Chef 

Andy Havey with helping him take his 

vision and team to the next level: “When I 

hired Andy Havey as a cook, I liked some 

of his recipes better right away. Within two 

days of his arrival here, I moved him to 

executive chef. Andy now has his hands in 

everything we do. Quincy Botsford, our sous 

chef, and I love learning different things 

from him and with him. It’s fun here, with 

everybody challenging each other. Overall, 

we have found that most of the stuff we do 

is very simple but well received at events 

like the March of Dimes’ Signature Chefs 

Auction, Taste of Kalamazoo, and Ministry 

with Community’s Chefs Against Hunger.”

For those coming to BOLD for the first time, 

Sheldon struggles to make a suggestion: 

“That’s like asking me to pick my favorite 

kid. To be honest, on your first visit, go 

with the features. Our menu doesn’t change 

very often, but every night there’s three or 

four different features. That’s basically the 

change of our menu. In any given six days, 

we offer 24 different menu items, from salads 

and soups to small plates and big plates.”

For those looking to spice things up at home, 

Sheldon offers a few tips: “Don’t be afraid 

of flavor; don’t be afraid of seasonings; don’t 

be afraid of a little spice. But, you don’t 

have to light people up. Don’t be afraid of 

roasting different things, smoking different 

things, and grilling different things to bring 

out different flavors in whatever products 

you’re cooking—whether it is vegetables, 

steaks, or seafood. Just don’t be afraid to 

try something. If it doesn’t work out, throw 

it away and try again.

“Bold doesn’t mean spicy, just bold means 

being bold.”

Agave  
Chipotle  
Glaze

RECIPE

1 cup agave 
nectar

1/4 cup dijon 
mustard

1 chipotle 
pepper w/ 
adobo sauce

1 TSP Arizona 
Gunslinger  
(or your favorite 
hot sauce)

Blend all 
ingredients in 
a blender until 
smooth. Brush it 
on grilled fish, 
chicken, burgers 
,or steak.

Great tossed 
with roasted 
cauliflower or 
brussels sprouts.
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JOIN TODAY. Reserved for Southwest Michigan First Chamber and Council of 100 Investors.
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Settle down with a warm cup o’ joe and 
a hot topic. Enjoy quality conversations 
featuring an industry leader!
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Where the New Jobs Are
As reported by the regional economic development organizations of Battle Creek Unlimited, 
Cornerstone Alliance, Southwest Michigan First, and Southwest Michigan Economic Growth Alliance.

Emmett Township, MI 
CALhoun County
flex-n-gate.com

Kalamazoo, MI 
Kalamazoo County
sigmamachine.net

Niles, MI 
Berrien County
toefco.com

Three Rivers, MI 
St. Joseph County
facebook.com/pages/W-E-Slitt-Sheet-Co

Kalamazoo, MI 
kalamazoo County
mophie.com

Baroda, MI 
Berrien County
tigmaster.com

New Troy, MI 
Berrien County
vickerseng.com

FLEX-N-GATE Sigma Machine Toefco Engineered W E Slitt & Sheet Co.

mophie Tigmaster Vickers Engineering

NEW JOBS: NEW JOBS: NEW JOBS: NEW JOBS:

NEW JOBS: NEW JOBS: NEW JOBS:

59 58 10 5

65 59 50

Are you a growing business in 
Southwest Michigan? Let us know 
@269Mag / 269Mag.com.

JOIN TODAY. Reserved for Southwest Michigan First Chamber and Council of 100 Investors.
catalystuniversity.me/programs

Settle down with a warm cup o’ joe and 
a hot topic. Enjoy quality conversations 
featuring an industry leader!

Jobs Report
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It surprises some people to learn that this level of 

specialization isn’t already happening all the time, 

but it’s actually not. We need to make sure teachers 

not only know how to teach and how to instruct, 

but also have the deeper knowledge needed to 

really grow their own students’ development 

and content knowledge. It especially matters in 

some elementary subjects. So many elementary 

teachers, and I was one of them, have only a 

basic knowledge of math skills. It puts our kids 

at a long-term disadvantage when teachers don’t 

go deeper into their own studies of a subject that 

students need to understand. 

These are just three ways to think about greater 

investments in our nation’s students. Concrete 

changes to public policies at the national, state, 

and local levels will be required to see this happen. 

What’s often lacking is the political will that makes 

investments like these possible. That’s why it’s so 

important for people of faith to learn about these 

issues and to advocate. 

Nicole Baker Fulgham is the founder and 
president of The Expectations Project, found 
at expectations.org. She is a former Teach 
For America vice president, policy analyst, 
and public school teacher. She is the author 
of Educating All God’s Children: What 
Christians Can & Should Do to Help Improve 
Low-income Public Schools.

Partnerships that bring together diverse 

stakeholders will promote a positive, community-

wide impact and provide leadership in support of 

student achievement.

If business leaders prioritize these kinds of 

collaborative initiatives, they will realize ample 

return on their investment through the health and 

well-being of their community. 

The Kalamazoo Promise is a rising tide that lifts 

all boats. More collaboration between business 

and education will ensure that all young people 

are on board.

Von Washington Jr. serves as spokesperson 
for The Kalamazoo Promise, a college 
scholarship program and economic 

development tool built around a common 
vision of building an education community 
in Kalamazoo, Michigan. During his prior 
tenure as principal of Kalamazoo Central 
High School from August 2007 to July 2012, 
he enjoyed a visit from President Barack 
Obama, who selected that school as the site 
of the first-ever presidential commencement 
speech at a high school for its winning entry 
in the 2010 Race to the Top Commencement 
Competition.

$296 per pupil in the Berrien ISD.

Conclusion: Tons of Homework Ahead to 
Improve Michigan Education 
While these disparities underscore the inequities in 

how Michigan funds its public schools, expansion 

of the GSRP program is an undeniable mark 

of progress. As a result, many thousands more 

students statewide, and in Southwest Michigan, 

have a better chance at academic success as they 

proceed through the school system.

It is especially important because many of these 

students come from family backgrounds that 

research says may handicap their odds of success. 

While no miracle, GSRP is an important first step 

in leveling those odds.

Nonetheless, with Michigan relying on a quarter-

century-old K–12 funding formula, and with 

academic achievement dropping precipitously 

in comparison to other states, many parents, 

employers, educators, and policy makers are restive 

for change. 

Lou Glazer, co-founder of Michigan Future, Inc., 

a nonpartisan research organization, is convinced 

Michigan will falter in the decade ahead if it fails 

to produce more college-educated graduates to 

compete in a knowledge-based economy. 

Glazer notes that Minnesota had a per capita income 

in 2012 of $46,227. That’s nearly $9,000 more 

than Michigan. According to the U.S. Census, 31.5 

percent of those age 25 and older in Minnesota had 

bachelor’s degrees in 2009, compared with 24.6 in 

Michigan. The national average was 27.9 percent. 

But the road to college will be arduous if students 

aren’t ready to meet its academic demands. With 

more than half of students at more than a dozen 

Southwest Michigan high schools testing below 

college-ready in all four subjects of the ACT, there 

is reason for concern.

If Nelson Mandela was correct a generation ago, 

Michigan policy makers—as well as Southwest 

Michigan families, educators, and employers—have 

plenty of homework to do in the generation ahead to 

sharpen the “most powerful weapon” available to 

improve individual lives and paths to prosperity.

The Powerful Weapon

Continued From Page 16

Nicole Baker  
Fulgham

Continued From Page 19

Von  
Washington Jr.

Continued From Page 21
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In the previous issue (Nov/Dec 2016), the 
photo to the left was featured in “A Model 
for Progress,” a story highlighting the work 
of Whirlpool Corporation in Southwest 
Michigan. This photo is of the workspace at 
Kinexus, a hub of change agents that connect 
people, investments, and organizations with 
strategies and services that make the region 
a great place to live, work, and play. Kinexus’ 
work has contributed to Whirlpool’s growth 
in benton Harbor, michigan.

CORRECTION

Subscribe now!
269 magazine is a regional 
publication covering what makes 
southwest michigan unique.

Inside 269 magazine is content 
that builds our region up and 
strengthens our voice.

269mag.com/subscribe
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his is the universal 
question asked in 

science fiction movies. 

It’s one of the top viewer 

questions asked on The Oprah 

Winfrey Show. It’s one of those 

questions that you ask yourself 

during a bad office meeting. In this 

context, I am really asking why are 

we, the 11,000 recipients of copies of 

269 MAGAZINE™, metaphorically 

here reading together? 

Why are we here? Because we 

need to get off our couches and 

do something! No, really. I mean 

actually do something. Not have 

an opinion. Not post 140-character 

tweets. Not text to vote. Not watch a 

Netflix documentary. I mean really 

get out of our chairs and off of our 

seats and do something to make our 

corner of the world exemplary.

269 MAGAZINE was created for 

one purpose: to create a culture of 

change in our region. We can only 

get better by honestly sharing data-

driven facts demonstrating the need 

to create actions that will generate 

positive results for change in lives 

of the residents who live within and 

adjacent to the 269 area code. 

This issue is the start of our second 

year of publication and is our most 

important thus far. In this issue, we 

focus on education and lifting up 

some pretty terrific educators for the 

first ever Catalyst Education Awards. 

I have had an opportunity to spend 

time with each of these recipients 

and have come away with such 

incredible optimism for our future. 

But optimism and a few incredible 

educators are not enough to create 

the region of the future.

I recently surveyed a large group 

I was speaking to and asked the 

participants to write down the three 

most influential people in their 

lives after their parents. Nearly 100 

percent listed a teacher as one of 

their three life leaders. Think back 

on your own life: Which people 

really changed its direction? I bet 

there is a teacher involved. In my 

own life, there was Paul Skeans, my 

high school football coach, who sat 

me down and explained to me that 

I was not going to play in the NFL. 

He believed in me, but I just did 

not have the right gifts to go beyond 

college football. He revealed to me 

that my gift was leadership and that 

I had an obligation to study and 

build on that gift. He gave me a book 

by Grant Teaff, which was the first 

leadership book I ever read. That 

book set me on a journey of growth 

that has led me to read hundreds of 

leadership books and teach around 

the world to lift up other leaders. 

So, why should you care about 

education? The cliché answer is that 

you should “do it for the children,” 

but the reality is that I want you 

to do it for your own enlightened 

self-interest. Do it because you 

personally want to live in a great 

place. Do it because communities 

with educated, employed people 

have less crime, higher qualities of 

life, higher property values, more 

philanthropy, less government, fewer 

broken families. These types of 

communities are physically healthier 

and mentally happier, and create 

social and economic equality of 

opportunity for all. 

What can you do to impact education 

in the future? Get involved, know 

who your school board members 

are, and hold them accountable to 

the highest possible standards of 

excellence, graduation rates, and 

reading and math proficiency scores 

for all students. Make sure that they 

hire and retain the best teachers 

using the same practices that the best 

organizations use. We can no longer 

accept the status quo for educational 

outcomes; they will not provide us 

with the citizens or community we 

need to be competitive in Michigan, 

let alone globally.

Just like Paul Skeans told me, “I 

believe in you.” I know if the 11,000 

of us reading this issue of 269 

MAGAZINE commit to work together, 

we can and will change the world.

Always Forward,

Enjoyed this article? Let us know! 
Tweet @269Magazine using the 
#269Mag with your thoughts.

So, Why Are We Here?

BY  
RON KITCHENS 
PUBLISHER

MY ANSWER TO THE UNIVERSAL QUESTION
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CARING FOR THE MICHIGAN
COMMUNITIES WE SERVE.
THAT’S OUR PROMISE.
WE ARE HONORING OUR PROMISE TO BE A 
GOOD CORPORATE CITIZEN by helping Habitat
for Humanity homeowners save money through a 
variety of energy efficiency programs, donating funds 
that support neighborhood revitalization and 
supporting hundreds of employee volunteers that are 
committed to serving our Michigan communities.
ConsumersEnergy.com/foundation

#CEvolunteers

Employees deliver Thanksgiving meals 
and cheer to neighbors in need.




