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Dr. George Heitsch: I want to first of all thank all the administrators that have come out to support 
today and to help us in this. This is a kickoff for strategic planning process, and 
this is a follow up to what started years ago as Farmington Forward and before 
Farmington Forward Project 2007 under Dr. Bob Maxfield and then Sue Zurvalec 
who wrote strategic planning process of Farmington Forward so we're going to 
build off of that. 

 The format today is to have a panel discussion to talk about the state of public 
education in Farmington and in Michigan. Then given the size of crowd, we want 
to get feedback on mission, vision and cultural statements. I want to introduce 
Dr. Suzanne Klein. She’s going to be the facilitator for this morning and to help 
facilitate through this strategic planning process. Suzanne comes to us currently 
through Oakland University as part of the teacher education program 
particularly the Galileo Leadership Institute, and has previously served as 
superintendent of the Grosse Pointe Public Schools. Suzanne, thank you. 

Suzanne Klein: Good morning, everybody. Thank you for making your way today. Can you hear 
me without the microphone? Then, I will keep using the microphone. All right, if 
these were a Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday or Friday, Dr. Heitsch 
would probably have been on the phone wondering if it was a day to close 
schools, because I know the roads are icy. I thank you for getting here safely. 
Hopefully, you will find this a very productive conversation. As Dr. Heitsch said, 
this is part of the kickoff for process which will allow Farmington to take a 
careful look at its current school district priorities, beliefs, vision, mission. Then 
through a process involving staff, students and community determine what it 
feels are the most important priorities moving forward for the next three to five 
years. 

 To help you inform that process, this morning’s panel discussion has been 
organized with the group of wonderful people. You’ll notice that every name tag 
has a person face behind it. They’ve all made it here, so thank you. Thank you. 
Thank you. They're going to give some different perspectives on education 
about the kinds of things students need to know and be able to do as they step 
from their current role as student out into whatever comes next for that might 
be career, that might be college. It might be the military, community college. A 
wide range of options await. 

 It was interesting to me as a school person to walk around your building this 
morning a little bit. I’m a school junkie. I love schools having gone to school, 
worked in schools for 283 years in another district on the other side of town as 
George said. but there’s some wonderful things that are universal about school 
and school districts. As you walk through buildings, it’s like going on an 
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archeological dig. You’ll learn a lot about what that place values are what you 
see in the walls in the display cases and the kinds of messages that appear. 

 The kind of things that I saw and I only wandered through a small version of this 
big school in this wing. I saw evidence of the teaching and learning around 
creative writing. I saw things about fine and performing arts. I saw things about 
athletics. I saw reminders about college applications. I saw little sticky-notes in 
the ladies’ restroom, gentlemen, you’ll have to take my word for this, that we’re 
affirmation "attagirl," "keep your eye on the ball," "follow your dreams" kinds of 
things. I saw evidence of the affective, the academic, the extracurricular kinds of 
things. 

 As you look at student art on the walls, as you look at display cases full of 
trophies and other awards, you see the esteem in which others hold the student 
activities here as well see opportunity for students to leave their mark on the 
school. The art collection was quite extraordinary to see what was hanging 
there. If you’ve not had a chance as you walk through a school to put those 
goggles on, I call them my school goggles, what is the priority that this school 
announces about itself. I would invite you to try that sometime, because you’ll 
learn a lot. 

 Today, we’re going to learn a lot from our panelist. We’ve provided them some 
questions that they are going to respond to. Then, there will be time for them to 
give a closing statement at the end in terms of what advice they might offer to 
the school district in the community as it begins a self-examination and a 
planning process in terms of how it wishes to move forward. Before we ask 
them the questions though, I’d like them to start the microphone down. Then, if 
you could each introduce yourself and tell us in a sentence or two why you think 
Dr. Heitsch invited you to join the panel today, because you bring a collection of 
expertise and wisdom to share. Please. 

Christine Greig: Well, good morning, everyone. I’m Kris Greig. I’m currently serving as the state 
representative for Farmington in Farmington Hills. Before I did that, I was a 
meddling parent in the school district. I have three sons that graduated all 
through Farmington Public Schools. It was always my belief that we had to 
engage parents and work in partnership with teachers and the administration to 
move the community forward. Then, I decided, oh, there’s a big missing piece, 
government. How do we partner with government to make sure our kids are 
being educated? Ran for office. I was on the education and worked for some 
talent development committee/in-house. 

George Heitsch: I’m Dr. George Heitsch, superintendent of Farmington Public Schools. 

Riya Shah: Good morning, everyone. My name is Riya Shah. I am a senior at Harrison High 
School. I am the president of the student roundtable group that works with Dr. 
Heitsch to talk about the nature of the schools. 
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Jessica Cummings: Good morning. I’m Jessica Cummings. I’m on the board of education currently 
serving as the president. I’m not sure why George invited me this morning. I’m 
here to share the board perspective and I’m also a parent in the district. I have 
three kids, high school, middle school, and elementary. 

David Workman: Good morning. My name is David Workman. Thank you for being here. I can see, 
after looking at this group, George had six people in mind. There were eight 
seats. That’s why I’m here. Actually, I teach at Lanigan Elementary School. I’m 
also the president of the Teacher’s Association and certainly one of the groups 
that have a whole lot to do with what we’re headed. Thank you for the invite. 

Paul Wills: Good morning. My name is Paul Wills. I’m an architect with Plante Moran Cresa. 
I’m the partner-in-charge of the K12 practice relatively capital projects. I know 
there’s a couple of questions on here. If you were designing a school or a school 
district, what would that potentially look like? Within Plante Moran Cresa, we’re 
overseeing about a billion dollars of K12 education across the Midwest, so 
bringing some of the best practices. We’re also currently serving as the owner’s 
rep on program manager on the bond to keep it on schedule and on time. 

Theresa Rich: Good morning. My name is Theresa Rich. I am wearing a few hats today. I think 
that’s why George invited me. I am president of the Board of Education for 
Oakland Schools covering the 208,000 students in Oakland County. I also serve 
on the Farmington Hills City Council. Most recently, I retired last summer from 
General Motors where I worked in Human Resources, and had the opportunity 
to work with people all over the world. I’m also bringing a global perspective. 

Sara Bowman: Good morning. My name is Sara Bowman. I currently sit on the Farmington City 
Council. I’m here because I am a graduate of Farmington Public Schools 
although I’m the grim reaper of schools. I started at Alameda. They closed that. 
They moved me to Wooddale. They tore it down. They sent me to Dunckel and 
closed that. I went to Harrison High School, and you’re welcome. I’m tearing 
that down. I also have a son who started at Lanigan. He went through Power, 
then through East and is currently a freshman at Farmington High School. I’m 
here to bring the perspective from the stone ages through the current day. 

Suzanne Klein: Wonderful. Just a quick look at who’s in the audience. How many of you have 
children in schools right now? Okay. Keep your hand up if you’ve had someone 
graduate from Farmington already. Okay. Keep your hand up if you have 
relatives or neighbors who have children who are not yet in schools? Okay. We 
have representation then in the audience also of people that know Farmington 
school from their own children’s perspective. How many of you work in the 
district in some capacity? We’ve got an inside and outside perspective as well. 
Thank you again to all of you being here. 

 We’re going to start with some questions to the panel, and again, this is to 
inform all of our thinking from their perspective in terms of as they look ahead, 
what are the most important things that you all need to keep in mind as you 
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were planning for student success, as you were planning for the success of your 
staff to promote student success. As you are planning for the success of your 
organization to support staff who are planning for student success, all three 
layers of that. 

 We have one microphone to share, so play nicely. Pass it back and forth. What I 
would suggest to do is if you think you're ready to make a comment about 
something, maybe you could just put your hand forward so if the microphone is 
down there, it will know where the next hand might want to be. This is where 
we’ll start. 

 If you put yourselves in a time machine which would be kind of a fun thing to do 
today, because we wouldn’t above the snow and the ice, as you think about a 
successful workforce and successful citizens, what must they know and be able 
to do to step into that future and be successful? Who'd like to start for us? 
Please. 

Theresa Rich: Let me do a quick one, and I’ll pass on. I think it’s important that our students 
know that we’re part of a greater whole, that we aren’t the end all and be all of 
existence. There are lots of other types of people who do not have experiences 
like the ones that we’ve had so it’s important to have self-knowledge and be 
able to get along with others. 

Jessica Cummings: I think our students will need to know things that we don’t know right now and 
they will need to be able to do things that we have no idea will even exist. I 
think that is our challenge, is preparing our students for what’s coming when we 
don’t know what’s coming. 

George Heitsch: All right. I think that those soft skills are an area that we need to be focusing on 
for future skills for our students. I think of those as the ability to collaborate, the 
ability to work on a team, the ability to have self-knowledge and self-regulate 
and do those kind of skills that allow us to live in a civil society and be a citizen. 

Christine Greig: I think what’s really important too is being able to problem solve, because again, 
we don’t know what the kids are going to be facing when they’re in the 
workforce. They have to have the ability to analyze a problem, come up with a 
solution and work with a team to get the best solution. The collaboration and 
also just a project-based settings also those soft skills that George mentioned, 
communication is really critical. We shortcut a lot of communications these 
days, and I see it a lot in work in government. 

 We have to make sure that people are able to write and to articulate their 
thoughts, and that takes a lot of work at the schools. I’m also very happy to see 
that part of that question was citizen of the future too. I think we have to 
reconnect our next generations with their government and with their world 
around them much, what Theresa was saying, with the global environment as 
well. 



  
 

 

 

Farmington Public Schools Strategic Planning Meeting Page 5 of 21 
 

Riya Shah: I also think that a citizen of the future should be able to additionally from 
articulating their thoughts, I think that being able to be a leader and show that 
not be afraid of putting themselves out there and stepping out of their comfort 
zone. I think that’s a really important factor that I personally feel that a citizen 
of the future should be able to do. 

David Workman: While we wrestle with the outside forces telling us what we need to do with our 
students, moving from a skillset to an ability to learn regardless of what the 
skills are is a shift in the schools that we’re making, we call it metacognition 
when I was learning about this. It’s learning about how you learn and what you 
know and regardless and what Jessica referred to, we don’t know what the stuff 
is yet but if we prepare our youngsters to learn and know about their learning, 
that’s going to be a tool that they’re going to be able to apply to whatever 
comes up. 

 Certainly, the togetherness, this device has moved our cheese. I’m not sure that 
those of us born at a certain point really know the impact. We really have to 
have our youth paying attention to that and the impacts that we’re not even 
aware of yet. 

Suzanne Klein: What I’ve heard so far is there is a future that is unpredictable at this point. The 
process of change is moving relentlessly ahead. The kinds of things that you all 
have mentioned have to do with kinds of school experiences that might be 
subject related, project-based, learning ways to think and ways to learn, but 
also the soft skills that Dr. Heitsch mentioned are important factor in that, the 
leadership piece that you mentioned, Riya, how do you step in as part of a work 
group, how do you function independently, how do you contribute to your 
organization. It’s a complex world into which we walk every day. 

 Imagine 5, 10, 15 years ahead, students that are walking into that complex 
world. That’s setting the stage for the next question for you, which is how can 
Farmington’s preschool through grade 12 experience maximize student success 
for their future? I put preschool to 12 in there by design, because learning does 
not start the moment a child walks into a kindergartner program. Mom and dad 
are their early teachers that preschool, early childhood learning environment is 
key, sets the stage for success. 

 Panelist, you're doing a wonderful job moving that microphone back and forth. 
Let us hear your words of wisdom about what Farmington can do to prepare 
children with that success. 

Jessica Cummings: Well, Suzanne, you mentioned, you stressed preschool. I recently had 
experience with preschool. I wanted to share that personally my belief is that 
that experience was so critical because of the social skills, the emotional 
development, as well as the academic. They were all working together. Really, it 
ties into what I’m hearing from so many of our panelist working on the soft 
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skills, the leadership, the problem solving. Really we do need to focus pre K 
through 12 grade when we’re looking at our overall strategic plan. 

 I think one way to maximize the likelihood of student success is to start with the 
preschool programs which I think we do. I think we do a fantastic job. I think if 
we could look at as their way to maximize that for even more students and 
encourage that within our community, that would be, I think, a good question to 
ask during the strategic planning process. 

Paul Wills: Interestingly enough when we look at the demographics within the Farmington 
community, you take a look at the private versus public pre-K experiences. I 
think there’s an opportunity for the district to really look at that and try to 
enhance that. Of course, it does come down to funding from the states. At the 
end of the day, how you overcome those challenges of facility spaces, some of 
those problematic needs at the PK level. As a father of three children, we also 
had a great experience with the PK develop a lot of those friendships. 

 What’s interesting is PK, kindergarten, first grade a lot of that team 
collaborative sharing. Then, by second, third, fourth grade they really start to 
break off in individual. Try to really get back that project-based learning. You 
talked about what does the future hold. I think learning a process of that team 
collaborative approach and you talk about success for upper elementary and 
high school, one of the big things we’re looking right now is the lack of trades in 
the construction industry. We’re overseeing the Little Caesars Arena right now, 
and we’re just having a hard time getting people with two-year certificates or 
even associates degree. 

 Debunking that system of you need a four-year education. I’m actually graduate 
of a vocational school. I went to a two-year associate. Just those experience will 
open up other opportunity so that stigma of you need to get a four-year degree 
with the clear understanding that not everyone’s ready for a four-year degree. 
We do need those two-year associates, those one-year certificates. 

 You look at it in the biomedical areas, the trades and construction, 
manufacturing. There are so many opportunities out there that I think that are 
just being missed. I think opening up that community’s eyes, the district’s eyes 
to really say how can we backfill some of those positions that maybe not 
necessarily the lawyers, doctors, et cetera. 

Theresa Rich: A couple of weekends ago, I was in Kentucky and sitting at just a very casual 
lunch with a man who work in the coal industry. I’ve never met anyone who 
work in the coal industry and it was a good opportunity to hear from him the 
impact of what’s going on around the country and for him to hear from us 
what’s going on. What it reinforced for me is the importance for us to be able to 
listen and inquire and make points of view from a critical thinking skills 
perspective. I think the more that we can help our students develop their critical 
thinking skills right from pre-K all the way through, we’ll do them a good service. 



  
 

 

 

Farmington Public Schools Strategic Planning Meeting Page 7 of 21 
 

Sara Bowman: There are a lot of different aspects to how we would encourage success for our 
kids. I think the workforce today is very different than it was when we were 
going to school. There’s a lot more collaboration now in business. What I’m 
seeing that’s happening with my son’s schools and as he’s been going through 
the process is he does a lot more group projects. It’s interesting because when I 
was growing up, you didn’t want to be in the group because the weakest link 
brought you down. 

 It’s very different thinking now. Now, you find the kids that have a strength in 
an area that someone else doesn’t have a strength in. My son has got to figure 
out a way how to capitalize and maximize on what he’s good at and what 
someone else is good at and putting that together. That’s something that I like 
to see that we’re moving and I would like to see more of that sort of more on a 
buildings and facilities aspect. 

 My son went through the process when the schools went from K-5 to K-4 than 
the upper elementary. Honestly, for our family, that worked really well. It was 
nice having that rate for the kids to not put sixth graders and eighth graders in 
the same building. There’s a big growth change in there. It was sort of nice for 
the sixth graders to be the top of the heap for a little while before they move up 
to the upper elementary. 

 I would like to see maybe a little bit more thought process in the how we ... 
even if it’s in one building, but how we can sort of separate the kids more by 
growth and age and development emotionally to ensure that they’re again 
getting the maximum benefit from their group collaborations. 

David Workman: When you hear pre-K or PK, if you want to save a couple syllables there, there’s 
a thought frequently that preschool means that’s the place that you attend. 
More and more across the state and our community for certain, our households 
need a different support than they have in the past. 

 What does our school look like to get our households ready years and years 
before we even see these youngsters come through our doors? What role do we 
begin to play in those neighborhoods and households? That’s something we 
haven’t really had to think about over the years. Really, it’s become prevailing 
impact on our classrooms today across the state and certainly again our area. 

Riya Shah: I think one of the best ways to maximize likelihood for student success is 
providing opportunities. I know throughout my schooling, I have been in 
Farmington Public Schools since I was a kindergartner. I knew that I always had 
options. When I was an eighth grader at Dunckel, I was able to know that I can 
either go through the AP route or the IB route. 

 Right now at Harrison, we have many different ... You can pursue education 
many different ways. There are always different tracks that best suited a 
person’s ... the way they thought, the way they learn and I think that providing 
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opportunities, providing options, informing students of options that are possible 
in the future, I think, that is really important for student success. 

Suzanne Klein: Even though it’s a moving target what the world is going to be like, I think there 
are some various specific things we can do. We have to not think so linear that 
we have pre-K through 12, and then we have to tell our kids they’re going onto 
vocational or college. I think we need to focus right from birth and by 
partnerships in the community. That can be with the library. That could be with 
Head Start. It can be with the counties for the women, infant and children’s 
programs. As soon as the kids arrive here, we have a connection to learning, not 
necessarily the schools but a connection to learning and really start developing 
that. 

 Once you get into school, to me, we have to really unleash the passion of the 
child. That means finding that area that they’re great at, that they have a 
passion for the earlier the better. Foreign language at much earlier grades. 
Trades, exposure to the trades at a much earlier age. Music, arts, any kind of 
technical process. We know that with girls in particular, they make a decision in 
the middle school years whether they’re interested in math and science. We 
have to expose the with fun, interesting, engaging activities early on so that 
they’re not blocking themselves out, oh that’s not for me. 

 I think the earlier we can expose the kids to a lot of different opportunities, start 
finding out what their passion is. Then, start helping them plan their future. That 
future could be checking out a trade skill program over the summer. It could be 
getting into apprenticeship program as soon as they’re out of high school. 
Really, individualize it to the student as much as possible based on their 
individual passions. 

Suzanne Klein: You’ve heard a lot about connecting within a community early on. You’ve heard 
looking at community resources as part of the runway for getting students ready 
for school. The notion that despite the fact it’s a changing world, there needs to 
be a way to engage children as they come and unfold the path for them. Let’s 
move on to the next question. Excuse me. If you were designing a school from 
the ground up, I mean should you ever be given that opportunity, what might 
you do, but use the part written in invisible ink. Typically, and it’s the case here 
as it is in most districts, you were flying the plane which is the school district 
[inaudible 00:26:29]. At the same time, you’re looking at what kind of 
adjustments, tweaks, or other changes you might want to make. 

 As you think about this question, how would you, if you were designing it from 
the ground up, proceed and then knowing the plane already flying, do you have 
any advice to the plane that’s already flying? Someone start us. We’ve got the 
moving microphone. 

David Workman: The school community has transformed as we know particularly in the last 
decade more than ever before. I still believe deeply that the public school is the 
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community resource that we haven’t unleashed necessarily. That in the sense of 
being a hub in smaller communities the schools frequently are the hub, the 
community center, the resource. I think we can do better. 

 In further, to build or for creating and designing, I think nimble spaces are an 
important thing that we consider because we don’t know all the needs from 10 
years from now or 20 but if a space is able and ready to handle all sorts of 
different configurations or activities, I think we support our learning. We 
support our community. We’re able to function for whatever it is that comes 
along. Build spaces that can be used for whatever we might need. 

Paul Wills: I think from an architectural standpoint, we actually had an opportunity to 
actually create a school really for the need of a Native American tribe up near 
peninsula. What’s interesting about it, you talked about the birth through senior 
citizens so this school, I was actually collaborating with Lake Superior State 
University. It had a daycare center from birth up to three. They did not have 
your traditional K, 1, 2, 3. What they have is flex spaces. If your student is 
progressing faster, they could actually move through the system a little bit. The 
senior citizens actually came and volunteered throughout the day. You really 
had a cradle to grave type approach that it was a community center. 

 The theater is actually housed, obviously the school programs, but also the 
community programs. Parks and recs building was actually housed inside the 
offices. The council chambers were actually the school boards council chambers. 
Yes, it’s a much smaller community. To see high schoolers with middle school, 
down to elementary, down to preschool, having senior citizens volunteer for 
tutoring, life sharing experiences some of those natures. 

 We do we see that in some of the smart communities throughout Michigan 
where you will have a PK through 12 building. They offer adult programs, senior 
citizens and that is the hub of an Osted, a Homer, some of those smart districts. 
Again, archetype for the day, that's the type of facility you'd like to see just 
having a collaboration across the entire spectrum with universities, community 
colleges, the businesses. 

 Again, the schools are the hub, but the folks that really come and feed that 
system is something that will really be a phenomenal experience. 

Theresa Rich: Thank you. Less about what the facility looks like and a little bit more about 
what happens inside it. I would like to see, if I had my magic wand, I would like 
to see more block learning cross disciplines. I think when we go outside and take 
in the world, we don’t look at it from, okay, this is a math issue, this is a science 
issue, this is language arts issue. It goes across the spectrum. I think the more 
that we can help our students cross learning using the various disciplines and 
coordination, I think the better off they will be. 
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 The second thing I would like to see is a higher use of technology and online 
component so that there’s interactive learning with people who are not in the 
same place physically as they are. I think there's a lot of benefit to that. 

Riya Shah: I think that a major component that I’d like to see in schools is the responsible 
use of technology and integrating that with the school-learning environment. I 
know that technology has changed a lot since I was in school. When I was a fifth 
grader at Haymeadow, we had just switched from using PalmPilots to laptops. 
Now at Harrison, we have the Chromebooks. I think we use QuizUp Live. We use 
Cahoots. We use different ways that you can use technology to enhance 
learning. I think creating a school building that is flexible to incorporate the 
changes that occur with technology is really important for student success or 
school to maximize student success. 

George Heitsch: I would like that same physical flexibility within the curriculum and the 
pedagogy. I would like personal learning paths for all of our students that makes 
sense for them and their families. We talk internally quite a bit about living in a 
society now that is a remote control society. If I don’t like what's on this channel 
I click a button and I have another option. 

 I think families want a remote control for schools at times, that when they’re 
frustrated with an option, they want to click a button and a have a different 
choice to choose from. We’re still fairly traditional in choices that we offer. We 
offer career pathways that make sense for a lot of kids. We don’t have career 
pathways that make sense for every kid. I think that’s ultimately what I’d like to 
see us on them. 

Christine Greig: Just a couple of extra components I’d like to see is actually a parent’s resource 
room. A lot of the times with the parents, when we meet, we go into the media 
center. We go to cafeteria. If parents had their own space where they could feel 
comfortable to come in and test out the technology their kids are using or talk 
to an adviser about career counseling, one of the barriers we have the kids 
getting into skill trades are the parents. I’m guilty of it. I never even considered 
it for my kids. I think at least one of them that might have been a better path 
right now and those test scores didn’t come back very good. 

 I think that bringing parents in and having them understand all the 
opportunities and again lining up their talents at the right placed and really 
getting to know their kids and where their talents and passions lie are really 
important. I’d also like to see a teacher collaboration space too. A lot of times, 
the teachers will just again meet in whatever spaces available. There are certain 
tools that I think promote collaboration of our educators. I would like to see 
something with that. Also, some very specific design into virtual learning. I have 
boys and they do a lot of gaming and they could be virtual gaming, but they’re 
sitting right next to the other player. 
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 I think we had that environment a lot in the workspace too where we are all 
using technology together but we need to stop and talk about it. It's a very 
distinct environment. I’d like to see a little attention paid to that as well. 

Suzanne Klein: Interesting. Please, go ahead. Would you pass the mic to ... Please. 

Jessica Cummings: I think everyone has made really excellent points. I think with that idea of 
flexible space, we could create those collaboration environments for everyone 
whether it’s community or teachers, staff, our students, parents. I think there’s 
some really exciting ideas that could be explored during those strategic planning 
process. 

Suzanne Klein: Anybody else who wants to comment before I move on? Okay. You’ve heard 
some interesting ideas here about space being nimble, technology integration, 
making sure that there are partnerships with community organizations, 
possibilities for interdisciplinary connections, even blocks of time versus classes. 
Interesting thoughts about what’s happening in the school day. I'm going to 
invite the panel now to talk a bit about what they see as contributions, 
extensions, and supports that happen outside the school day, because that’s 
another part of life in schools. Again, walking around your building, it was clear 
to me that there's a lot of that going on too to add to the day part of the 
experience. 

 What are those outside the school day opportunities and activities that can 
strengthen? What are the things that might be currently in place where you see 
opportunities to move into some other things? If you’d start the microphone 
moving to whoever is ready to start us up, please. 

Sara Bowman: It isn’t just going to school that eight to four, eight to three that’s important to 
the kids in terms of, what I’ve mentioned earlier, collaboration, but is what 
happens after that as well. There’s a lot of hours after the school day before 
dinner and homework. What I think really keeps kids feeling engaged and 
involved is that they’re part of organizations where they feel like they have a 
role. Getting kids to feel like they could be a part of the band even if they don’t 
play an instrument, there’s other things that they can do to help. They can move 
equipment, they can help with sound systems. If they want to be in theater, 
they can’t sing, but they can do staging. 

 I think if they feel like there are opportunities to be involved in something 
they’re interested in as part of a larger whole, I think that it strengthens their 
sense of feeling like they’re part of the community. Another thing that 
Representative Greig mentioned was getting government involved. Now, yours 
is a little bit bigger government as opposed to our Farmington local government 
but if we can reach out to these kids and get them involved in civic activities as 
well, it is a ... We say it’s a large school system, but it’s a really small community. 
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 If we can find ways to tie in kids and get them more involved in things that are 
happening outside of schools as well, I think we can really strengthen and grow 
their sense of feeling like they’re important, that they have a role. 

Theresa Rich: My kids went to Farmington Schools in Farmington school buildings K through 8 
and then went onto the international academy for graduation from high school. 
What I found as a parent too is in addition to the activities, we need to also 
make sure that there’s a little bit of downtime, that we give them the chance to 
just be. We have maybe some coordinated time, I hate to put it that way, but 
maybe some coordinated time where they can just be and to look around and 
have the time to consider what else may be out there without rushing to 
activity, activity, activity. 

Paul Wills: I think from a business perspective, it’s having those mentors within the 
business community and giving those opportunities to students. It does actually 
go all the way down to the PK and the elementary levels. Most recently, Henry 
Ford Community College, University of Michigan-Dearborn and some of the IT 
companies actually hosted Girls are IT Program. It was for first graders all the 
way through 12th graders. Again, just other opportunities to see what those 
opportunities are. It’s really sponsored by the corporations within that 
community. 

 It wasn’t a financial burden for district, but again, opening up and really 
collaborating with those businesses, because at the end of the day, that is the 
pipeline for the success of their company going forward. 

Christine Greig: I guess I always have something to say. For those of you that know me know 
that I spend a lot of time running after school programs for kids. Math 
Pentathlon, Math Olympiad helped with other different enrichment programs. 
It’s always a struggle, because a lot of it, there’s just not enough time in the 
school day for educators to pull kids into some of these extracurricular 
activities. I could see as a parent that it really engaged a lot more parents and 
children in ... Math Pentathlon is kind of my passion right now. We have the big 
tournament here next weekend. 

 We don’t have consistent resources from a parent standpoint, from a 
community standpoint. It would be really nice if the state could help fund some 
of this coordination of these programs. I talked about it as much as I can up in 
Lansing. We need a lot more help bringing some of these programs, because 
there’s such a wide variety. 

 It’s almost, a lot of times, overwhelming for parents and for kids. If we could 
even at those younger ages when I talk about unleashing some passions, also 
talked to the kids at those younger age about getting involved in some of these 
activities and trying to help them counsel them. I know our counselors don’t 
need one more thing to talk about but there’s social aspects too and our kids, I 
think, I see that a lot that kids are struggling. Kids are really struggling socially. 
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 There are a lot more mental health issues and some of these extracurricular 
activities are one way to address that, but again, starting to get kids engaged at 
that lower level. I’m not sure the right way to do it. I think we need to start 
talking about it and again through partnership might be a good way to do that. 

Suzanne Klein: It’s interesting. [inaudible 00:40:34] somebody want to speak in that? Please. 

Jessica Cummings: I think those extracurricular activities outside of the school day or sometimes 
even within the school day are important for our students. I think as Kris 
mentioned, socially, for our students to have those opportunities and 
experiences, it also exposes them to just other ideas and concepts that might 
pique an interest for the future. 

 Personally, I’ve had experience running some of those extracurricular programs, 
word masters, destination imagination. It is a struggle. It’s a huge time 
commitment which I was happy to do. It was also something that I couldn’t 
sustain for a long time. I don’t know the answer, but maybe that’s where we can 
bring in community, bring in businesses. Maybe, we can get something a little 
more consistent for our kids, because I would love to see that. I just know how 
difficult it is to really get it started up and then sustain it for a long time. 

David Workman: In moving to that, Farmington has this unique problem that the people raise 
their children and off the children go and they stay in their homes and there’s 
no kids. From the school perspective, we want families in those homes but what 
it says about this community and going back at least several decades is the 
commitment of effort into this community. People love living in Farmington, 
Farmington Hills, and they don’t leave. 

 The resources that we have of the folks that have moved on from their one 
chapter in a profession are lurking about not far away in the expertise and what 
could happen with what Jessica is getting at is the commitment of the time. The 
resources that we have 200 feet from where we’re sitting right now are people 
that somehow we need to draw them in and share that wealth of knowledge, 
because while you’re working, you're busy doing your work. When you move 
away from it that the reflection and the ability to blossom that experience into a 
sharing is untapped from one perspective. I think we need to reach out to the 
great wealth of experience that we have right down the road. 

Suzanne Klein: You’ve heard about partnering, heard about mentoring, building those 
relationships, variety of things to engage students outside the school day as well 
as taking time to be, which are words I heard at of our eight-year son a long 
time ago, when I said so, “Andrew, let’s think about what the summer’s going to 
be like.” He said, “Mom, I need some time to be ... You know, I’ve, I’ve had some 
great things, but I want some time …” which may be making sense out of it, 
maybe learning how to apply. It may be using some of those skills and talents in 
the Math Pentathlon or DI or whatever it is, band, orchestra, drama. 
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 Those are all interesting ways again to round out that educated person, and 
then also a chance to understand who they are. I want to jump us ahead to this 
question. A saying that I heard early on as an educator in the community that I 
worked in over the course of a long career was that you could tell a lot about a 
community by the way it valued its children and the way it valued its elderly. 
You’ve heard a lot about the value that this community sees on children with 
some of the comments to the questions already. Certainly as you look at the 
history of this community and its schools, the fact that people want to stay in 
the community as you were mentioning David tells you about that connection 
as well. 

 I’m also thinking about the senior class English experience I had a long, long 
time ago. The quote from William Shakespeare was, “The past is prologue.” It’s 
at a state from where we are now. I’m going to ask you this question next which 
is as you think about Farmington, Farmington Schools, what has the 
organization in the community learned in the last decade that might inform this 
process to make the process one that incorporates what those learnings are. 
We look forward in the last few questions. Now I’m asking you to look back a 
little bit. What were those lessons learned that might be important to have top 
of mind? Please. 

David Workman: I think the ability to change course or to make ... Let’s just say for instance if we 
made a decision that wasn’t stellar. We do that all day in the classroom. 
Students stumble. They learn quickly, is that okay and am I able to try again or is 
it not? We want to always make mistakes the stepping stone to do it right next 
time. It's not hard to compare if you golf, for instance. There’s a mistake made. 
You don’t want to do that anymore. You do what you can to correct it if you can. 
I’m not sure that’s a good example actually. 

Suzanne Klein: [crosstalk 00:46:52] 

David Workman: There’s a lot going on and if we have the right vision and the idea would be we 
want to make a strong thoughtful educated community. How we get there is 
going to take on all sorts of looks, vehicles. Our ability as leaders to know it’s 
going to be a little clunky along the way and not get caught up in what we might 
look like and again being nimble, knowing we’re going to bounce and have to 
get up and brush off, I think, it’s a skill we can watch across any leadership from 
the national level or world level into households. 

 Are we able to move past things and learn from them and then make a better 
decision or do we get hang up in adult behavior that doesn’t move us? Being 
nimble and knowing this is a clunky business that we’re in is important, I believe 
that. 

Paul Wills: I’ve actually had the opportunity to work with the district really since 2008 
looking at enrollment and looking at utilization from several administration 
through some of different board members. The one thing that’s always struck 
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me is Farmington is not afraid to make the tough decision. Oftentimes, it’s 
based with love input from the community. Having been the facilitator for the 
facility utilization committee, the building capital and planning committee really 
just seeing the interaction of bringing that community member in a wide variety 
of individuals in a very civil setting where then information can then be provided 
to the board also make those tough decisions. Having also worked with many 
other districts, they always look and say, “How does Farmington do that?" You 
know, there’s no police at your school board meetings. Um, you know, there’s 
...” 

 Again, it’s true. I mean there's some school board members that are schools 
that I'm meaning to go where the police are there just to show the civility of the 
community and the district and again making those tough decisions I think has 
gotten Farmington where it’s going to be and also help it propel to the future 
for success. 

Sara Bowman: The last 10 years has absolutely brought enormous change in Farmington. 
We’ve gone through semester to trimester back to semester. We’ve had 
building changes. We’ve had huge decisions to be made. I think the one thing 
that we’ve learned over the last 10 years is that people hate change. They want 
it to be great, but don’t change anything. 

 I think we’ve learned a lot especially during the bond issue that communication 
is key. Engaging our citizens from every level and that it doesn’t just mean 
people with kids in school, reaching out to the greater community. I think that 
third time was a charm because it was ... The information was passed to all 
citizens and explained to them why this school is so key and instrumental in the 
strength of the entire community so that civic engagement I think is something 
that we need to learn from and continue to use to get the information out there 
so that people understand that we are all just citizens who are put into a 
position to make decisions. 

 We use the information that’s provided to us by other people. We rely on 
experts. We reply on reports. We rely on people to provide us to make the best 
decisions that we can, but that also means that we need to as civic leaders and 
civic engagement to reach out and really listen to what our citizens are looking 
from cradle to grave. 

Theresa Rich: I think there are three things that we want to look at in addition to the good 
words already said. One is that funding is not a guarantee be it because of 
declining enrollment, because the seniors are staying in their homes, be it 
because of who knows what’s going to happen with the Department of 
Education and vouchers going forward but because funding is not guaranteed, 
we need to allow ourselves to know that change is going to happen. We’re 
going to have to come together on that as a community. 
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 The second, continuing that as a community theme is that I think there are 
some more opportunities to be done in partnering particularly with Oakland 
Schools be it on the non-education side or with the vocational technical. At 
Oakland Schools, we offer programs that are everything from hospitality, med 
tech, vo-tech. We’re starting a new cluster on cyber security in partnership with 
Homeland Defense. I think there’s some opportunities there. 

 The third thing is we need to make sure that we’re giving care to our educators. 
Our educators are the ones who are with our kids every day. We need to make 
sure that we are equipping them with the knowledge and resources they need 
to do that job well. 

David Workman: Theresa Rich for president. 

Riya Shah: I think one other thing that the district has learned is that students do have a 
voice and student voice is very important for both things that are positively 
working in the district and things that can change. I think that being able to look 
at student voice and evaluate it in a way that can bring positive changes into the 
district is something that I personally believe is very important to look at when 
we are looking at what the nature of schools in the past and what it can be like 
in the future. 

Jessica Cummings: We have experienced a lot of change in the last 10 years and some of that has 
been painful. I think we are also seeing very positive results. For example, 
financially I think. We’re on track. We’re on the right track. The board has 
worked very diligently with Dr. Heitsch, and he’s really worked to provide us 
with the information that we need to make those really difficult decisions. That 
is in conjunction with listening to the community and listening to administration 
and staff and students. 

 I think that is the key is that’s going to move us forward, is the communication 
and having many different perspectives. Also, we have to stay within our means. 
I think we have to be realistic which is difficult with really the question mark 
that we face every year with funding. That’s frustrating from a board 
perspective and a personal perspective. 

 It’s just the reality of what we have to deal with. From a planning process, I 
think it’s just important to remember that there are limits. I hope that we can 
be creative and think outside the box but also know that we have to be realistic 
because we want to move forward and we want to stay healthy financially but 
also from a community perspective, academic perspective, extracurricular, staff, 
administration, students and we want everyone to be positive in moving 
forward. 

George Heitsch: I think there are two things that we’ve learned in the last decade. One is how 
easily it is to be distracted from the primary purpose of public education which 
is a teaching and learning organization for adults and students. When you get 
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caught in this economic crisis, sometimes, those pieces take over your life and 
you lose sight of what your primary target is. I think the second thing we learned 
is how resilient we are as an organization. I think that there are a number of 
community members, families and staff that have really helped us wander our 
way through this not to a perfect ending yet but to a place where we can at 
least plan for the future in a way that’s meaningful for all of us. 

Christine Greig: You should have had the last word. You’re much more optimistic. I was going to 
be a little cynical. The last 10 years have taught me that not everyone cares 
about public education as much as we do. That starts right in Lansing. We were 
in crisis 10 years ago financially in the state. That’s when you see where your 
priorities are and how you deal with those crisis. Public education came at the 
bottom of that. 

 We have to stay engaged at the state level and try to turn that sentiment 
around. We also have to work twice as hard because we care about public 
education for our community and that may not be money. It may be 
volunteering. It may be getting engaged. It is money too. That’s one of the 
reasons we have to start the education foundation. We’re trying to find better 
ways to partner and bring in additional revenues to do things the state just 
didn’t have the money to do or wasn’t willing to do. 

 That was the biggest lesson I’ve personally learned is where ... how the money 
flows. It’s not just the Farmington issue. It’s an issue across the state. If we want 
our state to be a better state, we have to be engaged. We have to really pay 
attention to where money goes and where our priorities are in terms of the 
budget every single year. We have $14 billion in the state aid of school aid fund. 
Yet, we’ve used it to pay for things we’ve never paid for before. We’ve done 
shell games with our money where that money could have been going to attract 
and retain high-quality teachers by keep, living up to our promise, to our 
educators by making sure that our facilities were state-of-the-art. We chose not 
to do it. That’s what I’ve learned in 10 years. I hope we can turn it around. 
[crosstalk 00:57:44] 

Suzanne Klein: It sounds like there were a number of chapters from the Department of Lessons 
Learned. You heard about the importance of being able to change course but 
still pursue a vision that despite the fact funding or other kinds of interference, 
what’s pushing you one way or the other, you were still able to proceed. The 
importance of listening and communicating clearly about that. Looking at the 
funding environment has pushed in the last 10 years. A lot of school districts to 
look at different types of partnerships, foundations, alternative sources for 
funding. The whole notion of whether people love change or not, got on the 
table as it should have, because we like what we like, and we often like what we 
know best. 

 Being able to look ahead with the different set of circumstances or saying we 
can’t do what we used to because with our without reason is, proposed or 
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thinking in a different way. Having the information to make good decisions was 
another theme that will set the stage very nicely and as you move ahead. The 
whole key to public education in working in advocate perspective as well as a 
partnership perspective with our representative in Lansing is important because 
we all know as we turn back the clock 10 years, our state has had some financial 
challenges as has our nation. 

 As those things get resolved and decisions are made, finding the priorities, 
funding the priorities to the extent you can but knowing the priorities are key. 
The last question I’m going to ask you is going to put the last two questions 
together just to keep us on schedule here and they fit well together actually 
now that I’m thinking about it. We’ll move down the panel one at a time and ask 
that you share with the group who are present today as well as those who made 
this broadcast what you hope to see and learn coming out the strategic planning 
process. One or two top priorities. Then you could also offer a piece of advice if 
you have one to offer that would help shape the likelihood that that is going to 
work. With that, it looks like we’ve got a person already to start. Please. 

Christine Greig: Right. I apologize in advance. I have to head out. I actually have a town hall so if 
you want to go that afterwards. First piece of advice is be proud. We do a great 
job here. I’m so proud of my three kids that went through Farmington Public 
Schools. We want to keep that pride up by being engaged and involved. Then, 
through the strategic planning process itself, I would really like to see some kind 
of component about partnership all along the way, and how we can work as a 
community as a whole to bring the best learning opportunities to our children. 

George Heitsch: Well, I just want to see it done. 

Christine Greig: Thank you so much. 

George Heitsch: It’s been on my plate for two and a half years, I’m ready to have a plan. 

Riya Shah: I think that the strategic planning process is a great way to provide smooth 
transitions with the changes that are occurring in our world. A piece of advice is 
that one of the priorities should always be students and I think students are 
what make the education system something to be proud of. I think students 
work for student change. 

Jessica Cummings: Thank you, Riya. I think that is important that we don’t miss the students in this 
equation because they have a lot of insight and a lot to share. I think what I’d 
like to see through this process is let’s talk about what we’re doing right, 
because we’re doing a lot of things the right way. How can we build on those 
positives? Then where do we need to work? None of us are perfect. What do we 
need to work on? What does that look like? How do we improve those areas 
where we need improvement? Then, I think that communication and 
collaboration pieces is crucial and having the students, teachers, parents, 
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administrators, community, board having as many voices involved is going to 
help us move forward with this plan. 

David Workman: My hope is that we offer opportunities. We have a lot of interests out there. 
This is one of the most diverse communities around. There’s a lot of interests 
out there and we’re meeting some of them but we need to do better. We need 
to have our school part of the community guarantee not depending on who is 
the leader or who’s on the board and who they might or might not like to work 
with, but rather, we are part of a great community and there’s many other 
organizations that are part of the community too. There’s elected bodies. There 
are so many great things happening. 

 When we go forward, we don’t believe that only but it is part of whatever we 
build that we partner guaranteed tightly with other community organizations, 
because as it’s been mentioned, without the community, who knows what will 
happen. With the community, we have more to say about what will happen 
than any other place. Opportunities for students, if we want to look at 
Plymouth-Canton, while they have a unique high school part situation and 
they’re able to offer some things differently than we would. What are some of 
the nuggets out there that we can grab onto that families will say, “Hey, that’s, 
that’s where it stand for.” Other families will say, “That’s worth moving or, or 
taking our, our students over there.” 

 The ability to adapt to the needs of the community and that those was 
partnerships I hope is deeply embedded in whatever comes from this work. 

Paul Wills: I think relative to the strategic planning piece, one of the major components of 
the bond is about $17.3 million of infrastructure and equipment that go into the 
schools, into the hands of the teachers and the students. From more of an 
academic strategic planning is really changing the paradigm, the shift of how 
you teach, bring the world to the students. You talked about the collaboration 
just a number of IT informational, technical entities are within the Farmington, 
City of Farmington Hills area, that you could easily partner with to talk a lot 
about the virtual learning, how you capitalize on that, because at the end of the 
day, if you look out the next 50 years, I truly think that’s where ... You see a lot 
of that learning is ... The teacher may be 3000 miles away or they could be right 
next door to you. Again, just keep the open mind from a learning standpoint as 
well as the teachability standpoint. 

Theresa Rich: I’ve had the pleasure of going door to door talking to thousands of people in our 
community at their doorstep. When I hear from them, they tend to have two 
things they want to talk about. They want to talk about the importance of good 
schools whether they have children in the schools or whether they don’t. Then, 
they want to talk about public safety. Well, we live in the second safest 
community in Michigan. We have a fine team that is running our school district. 
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 I’ve had the benefit of talking to every school board member individually and 
with Dr. Heitsch individually. I'll tell you what. We have a team here that cares. 
Make sure you give their input. Team, make sure you listen, and know that we 
all have the common good for our community in mind. 

Sara Bowman: Strategic planning should continue to be fluid. I think that’s something that this 
panel and everyone who has come out today on this snowy morning is really 
helping to move the conversation forward. We have goals, and we have vision 
we need to be able to change and transition as different factors are put in. 

 I like the idea of looking outside of our district as well. What’s working in other 
areas, what little nuggets can we take from that for ourselves? Also, we need to 
continue to focus on what is working right here and expound upon that and 
build upon that. This is a wonderful start. In some ways, it’s just a continuation 
of the things that Farmington is already doing so well with its school system. 

Suzanne Klein: It’s interesting to listen to the themes that you’ve heard talked about during the 
last hour and particularly as you’ve summed up some of them in your last 
comments. There is a great pride and commitment to the children of this 
community that is reflected in what you heard from the panel today that I’m 
sure echoes across the households that make up the footprint of the school 
district. 

 You also realized that change, transitions, opportunities need to be flexible and 
nimble as you look ahead. The whole notion of what it looks like a year from 
now, two years from now, three years from now as your last comments 
suggested informs the fact that this is a plan that is not chiseled in stone, but 
rather is written in wet cement. It is updated. Decisions were made. People 
move forward. There is regular revisiting of what the circumstances are, what 
information we have, what data we need and then new decisions are made with 
the right vision and mission you have a way to point at the right things. 

 Your action plans might change a bit. The notion of collaboration partnership 
has been an echo throughout the conversation. Today, the student voice both 
here today, and thank you so much for being such an eloquent spokesperson, 
reminds us of the reason why we come. Public schools, any school is about 
children and it’s about preparing them to be successful human beings. There’s a 
wonderful quote by a writer whose name is Neil Postman that you may have 
heard. That has been in the drawer of my desk for over 25 years. It’s a little dog-
eared because I get out periodically just to hold it in my hand and remember 
but I also see it every day when I’m sliding that drawer open, "[inaudible 
01:08:44] are living message we send to a time we will not see." 

 The investment that communities make in their children, the investment 
families make in a community that is educating their children are key. Then that 
whole notion of being an organization dedicated to the teaching and learning of 
the children. Another theme is also about educating the staff so they can 



  
 

 

 

Farmington Public Schools Strategic Planning Meeting Page 21 of 21 
 

effectively educate the children and making sure that the supports and priorities 
are clear for them. Then, also I heard Dr. Heitsch used the term learning 
organization that the organization called Farmington Schools continues to be 
wise, educate itself, continue to learn so that it can best prepare teachers and 
best prepare students for success. It’s a three-layer learning organization for 
starters. 

 With that, I thank the members of the panel for coming out on a snowy morning 
and offering your best thinking. My guess is it’s activated the thinking of the 
people in this room. It's been interesting to watch your faces, your pens, heads 
nodding, questions appearing on your face as well. 

 As this process begins, know that there will be a number of opportunities for 
people to participate in it, learn about it and then look as the process begins to 
unfold. 


