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Dr. Jim Goenner  00:05
All right. Well, today is September 8, 2020 and I am here with Leonard Wolfe, now
chairman and chief executive officer of the law firm Dykema. Len, thank you for being
with us.

Len Wolfe  00:16
Not yet, January one, January 2020. Yeah, I worked, I worked for the governor's office as a,
at the end of my first year of law school with Lucille Taylor, who I knew from the senate, I
had been a page in the Senate. So I knew Governor Engler, who was senate majority
leader at the time, his staff and was fortunate enough to come in the first summer that the
governor was in office and got to work directly with Lucille and Bill Whitbeck and others
who were advising the Governor on a whole bunch of issues. So that was a great
experience. We, I sat in on meetings, I sat in a meeting with 'Teach Michigan' at the time, I
think was sort of thinking about changes in 'Proposal A' and funding for choice. And so
sort of the beginning of that whole process. So it was a great experience.

Dr. Jim Goenner  00:19
But what a history. I met you as a young attorney at the law firm, you had just come out of
the governor's office. Can you tell us about your beginnings as a lawyer and how you got
into charter schools? So I remember my first time meeting you, they had been talking
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about Len Wolfe, Len Wolfe, Len Wolfe, and it was the day after Central Michigan
University chartered nearly 30 schools, and there was this conference for the next day
where all of these charter applicants were at and here was the featured speaker Len
Wolfe. And that's when I realized it was Leonard. But do you remember that day when you
got on the stage?

Len Wolfe  01:59
Yeah,

Dr. Jim Goenner  01:59
And everybodys like, 'Where's my charter?'

Len Wolfe  02:00
Yeah, I, that was interesting, because, you know, we had, we only really had about three
weeks of time to get charters ready. And I think people, you know, didn't really understand
what a charter was. And so I was fortunate. Eileen Jennings, who was the general counsel
at the University at the time, was, was very easy to work with in terms of sort of creating
something out of whole cloth. I mean, we had no examples to go by. So we, we essentially
created our own agreements. And I was working on another project that I used as a base,
which had a bunch of schedules for due diligence. And that sort of provided a good model
to set the charter up. And frankly, it's still sort of the same model that's used today.

Dr. Jim Goenner  02:59
It's, it's fascinating because now nearly 25 years laters so much has changed. But you
worked with an attorney, that's a legend in his own right, Richard McLellan and there
were lots of challenges from the circuit court challenge on to the Michigan Supreme
Court. Can you take us back and walk us through what transpired?

Len Wolfe  03:18
Yeah, I mean, the, I think we first got involved, Richard got involved when Lucille called
Richard and asked for us to take a look at a bill that had, that had been passed and
signed into law. And it, it, she was concerned it was, that it was unconstitutional. And so
Lucille told Richard, you know, 'Maybe have Len do some research on this, because I know
he's over there.' I was, I had, obviously, after my second year of law school was a summer
associate at Dykema, then came back. So I had just started at the firm as a brand new

L

D

L

D

L

Interview of Len Wolfe Page 2 of 17 Transcribed by https://otter.ai

https://otter.ai


associate in, this would have been in September of 93'. So by, by the end of 94', you know,
suddenly 90', 93', we are in the middle of the end of 93'. We're in the middle of a pretty
significant rewrite of Proposal A, which had happened earlier in the year and then a lot of
the legislation that was sort of accompanying, that whole rewrite of the tax laws and so
we did some research on it. Obviously, it was unconstitutional at the time, and most
people don't realize the first charter school bill the state ever had, was passed, signed into
law and repealed and never took effect. So the law we're dealing with now is actually the
second law that's still on the books. Obviously, it's been revised. Went all the way up to the
Supreme Court, took four years but ultimately, after losing the entire way up, we won at
the end, which was the most important.

Dr. Jim Goenner  05:06
So as a lawyer, you knew the law, you knew the Constitution, when it was ruled
unconstitutional in Circuit Court, and then again, in the Court of Appeals, did you doubt
that it was constitutional? Or did you think it just needed its right hearing?

Len Wolfe  05:21
I probably wasn't smart enough at the time or skilled enough to know. But, you know,
Richard, obviously, who's a tremendous lawyer, great mentor, I mean, I got a chance to
work with him for over almost 20 years. And I think he always knew that there was an
argument you have to make, I mean, in, in court, your best arguments are the ones that
you have to stand by. And there was really nothing that said you couldn't have in a system
of public schools more than one type. It didn't say a system of school districts, it said a
system of public schools. And so I think the belief was that there was more than one kind
of school. And ultimately, that was the case. I mean, at the time, remember, we only had
school districts, with elected boards, defined geographical region, no choice outside of
that district. Meaning a student, essentially, wherever their zip code was, they went to
school, within that boundary. A very small number of students could actually tuition pupils
pay tuition, to go to another district, but there was no choice at the time and in 93', and so
that, that started to open up. But I think the belief, you know, obviously, Richard and the
Governor, Governor Engler at the time had is that there was more that could be done for
charters.

Dr. Jim Goenner  06:49
It's fascinating to think that just 20-25 years ago, there were no choices in public
education, there was simply one provider, it was the district. You've been part of really
moving us from an era of assignment to an era of choice. And now you're called on
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around the country to weigh in on things. And remember, one thing you've always told me,
and that is, when they asked me a legal question, I have to first start with the
Constitution. Can you explain why that is?

Len Wolfe  07:15
Well, part of is because that's where I started. And that's how I was taught, which is
obviously in the hierarchy of state law, you start with your constitution. Does your
constitution and our Constitution is very specific about what it allows and what it does. I
mean, most power is reserved to the people of the state, unless the constitution puts a
limitation or some restriction on that. So when you think about that, from a standpoint of
the power is with the voters or the population, or in the case of education with the
parents, what is it in the constitution that restricts that ability to vote or you know, to
either vote or choose to go to a school or, you know, any kind of limitations that you may
have. So you always start with that. And as I said, our constitution was, was helpful in the
sense that it did two things. One, it talked about a system of public schools. It talked in the
funding that all school districts were funded as defined by law. And so that gave the
legislature in the constitution the ability to do that, obviously, outside of the constitution in
the State School Aid Act. So to define what a district was as defined by law, and to this
day, charters are in many ways, districts because of the way that our system is set up. It
doesn't mean they're a district for corporate structural purposes with elected board and
governance, but it has many of the same attributes that districts have in terms of the way
they're defined.

Dr. Jim Goenner  08:51
I, I've sat in meetings where you've explained to lawmakers that the legislature has
plenary authority over public education. Can you tell us what that means for us lay
people?

Len Wolfe  09:03
Well, I mean, I think there's a lot that believe that education is local, it's it's, it's the service,
the public education services is essentially delivered at a local level, but state, the
education is a state matter. And I mean, as the state has, in our if you look at the history
of our, the way in which the courts have looked at the power of the legislature to deal with
all kinds of issues on, on a statewide basis, they, this voters elected to let the legislature
decide that. So when we say it's a state concern, it's the system that the legislature
creates by law. And you know, that power sort of emanates directly from the state and is
carried out at the local level, but in, in different ways, through charters through, through
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school districts. But it, other states have different laws, and I think we're fortunate to have
a law that allows for a sort of a uniform approach to education of the public level in terms
of how we address and how we educate children across the state.

Dr. Jim Goenner  10:10
And, you know, as, as the National Charter School Founders Library, we've talked to a lot
of people from governors to lawmakers that were the original sponsors of the law to other
actors. And we always ask them the question, did you ever think it'd grow into the size and
scope and momentum that the charter school movement has? When did you realize this
was going to be something big?

Len Wolfe  10:34
I had no idea. I mean, remember, I'm 26-27 years old, I didn't have any kids at the time. So
as a parent, I didn't truly appreciate what choice meant. I heard about sort of this, you
know, the, the, the understanding that a lot of parents were frustrated that they couldn't
get, you know, they couldn't go were they, to a school that would be responsive to their
needs, or their child's needs. I didn't fully appreciate that. I don't think I really saw that
probably for another two years, when we started to see the number of applicants come in
and a number of people wanting to start schools and then sort of meeting with them and
you're hearing, you know, their story. Most of them educators, have been, you know,
lifelong education, wanting to do something different in schools and had all these ideas.
And so probably other than Governor Engler, I don't think anyone really saw that. And,
you know, I think he, he saw a lot of things that a lot of us didn't see. But I think those are,
you know, that's that's partly probably his experience being in the role he had and talking
to a lot of different people and understanding, you know, the limitations that our system
had at the time. You know, it's hard to say that's a robust system, when you only have one
kind.

Dr. Jim Goenner  11:58
As you look at the evolution, right, the charter theory was these schools were all going to
be freed from all the rules and regulations. That was never the case in Michigan. And as
people have looked to Michigan as a leader, our model is different. And we've even called
it the Michigan Model. Can you explain kind of what the Michigan model is? And why is it
so distinct from other states?

Len Wolfe  12:22
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Well, I think part of it is we have a parochial amendment, or Blaine Amendment to our
Constitution, which basically says you can't fund non public schools. So the only thing you
can fund are private are, are public schools. Private schools and any kind of direct or
indirect funding is prohibited. Now, that case is pending now and we'll see if we can, we
can loosen that up in terms of services and the kinds of things that schools are entitled to
receive. So I think when you start with that premise, as a public school, you, and you sort
of strip away, all the things that a public school is, I sort of came down to several, which is
the safety of the building, the credibility of you know, the content of the service that
you're delivering, is it, is it a credible curriculum? Is it a credible subject? Does it meet sort
of the standards so that when someone graduates from that system, they're going to be
on an even plane with students, not just here, but in other places? And then looking at the
people that are in the building. Are they, are they competent to teach? Do they have the
experience? Do they have criminal background checks? So that safety, you know, the
facility, the, the content, and the, and the deliver of the content were the three things. You
can't really change those things. And if you look at a lot of the law, that, that flows from
those three elements, there's, there's tremendous amount of differentiation from
assessment to third grade reading. You know, you've got all kinds of different
requirements on the facilities. Even now in COVID, you know, the interrelationship
between the different local, state authorities that have to look at the health and safety of
a building. If you can imagine just, you know, all the things that schools have to do,
asbestos plans, fire, you know, food license, all the things that they have, or, you know, are
pretty significant. And it's all designed to protect, keep kids safe. And so, when you talk
about lessening the regulatory environment for those schools, there's not a lot of room to
do that. There's a few areas where you can do it, which are within that context of, you
know, employment issues, and obviously charters did that they obviously allowed for
schools to contract out with third parties. They allowed for those contracted individuals
not to be in the state, Public Employees Retirement System. And those were important
aspects that freed charter schools up from sort of a one size fits all model.

Dr. Jim Goenner  15:04
So let's talk about that. Michigan has gotten a reputation that it has a lot of management
companies. Can you talk about what you think from a legal or policy incentive created
that dynamic?

Len Wolfe  15:17
Well, I mean, what created it is there was no startup money for schools initially. So go
back to 94', there was no, there was no startup grants. There was no money that the state
appropriated for buildings. And one of the things that I think was left on the table is there
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was a inventory of unused school buildings around the state and there was some
discussion, I think, in the, the current that, that administration at the time, to make those
buildings available for use by, by charter schools never materialized. So you start with no
buildings, you start with no startup funding, and then you have to go out and sort of
create something out of whole cloth, which is find a building, you know, staff it, have
enough money to, you know, pay your staff until you get state school aid funding, and the
kids show up, and then that's assuming that the kids show up, that you actually are
entitled to get some funding. That, that created a vacuum I think for management
companies. So I would say, management companies were created because there was no
startup money, and there was no, there was no building so available for any school. And
so you had people that I think got into that business to fill that service need. And, you
know, they continue to do that today, I think, probably more so than other states, we've
seen a number of those management companies, and I think, you know, you know, the
verdict sorta out on whether they're, they're delivering what they've all committed to do. I
think a lot of them haven't, I think some are doing very well. But some aren't. And I think,
you know, as a, as a model, it's not necessarily the best model to follow, I think there are
other models, including if, if you could deal with the cost side of the employment for
teachers and deal with what is a structural issue for the state on MIPSERS, there's no
reason not to employ your teachers within a school.

Dr. Jim Goenner  17:18
So that's a, I guess, when we think of traditional school districts, we often think of the
collective bargaining agreement. That really hasn't come into play with the charters, and
that very simple provision that allows a charter board to employer contract. How did that
come to be and how significant do you think that has emerged over the last 20 plus years?

Len Wolfe  17:38
Well, I, I think it's hard to organize a smaller school. I think a lot of those were third party
employers. You know, there's been several that have organized, and I think you probably
will see that more so in the future as, you know, as maybe the law changes, and we start
to see, you know, it's simply if it's, it's a question of pay, or if it's a question of work
conditions, you know, or, you know, frankly, subs, we have a teacher shortage. So where
do you, where do you see all that kind of fitting into, you know, having a collective
bargaining agreement or the whole idea was to protect workers and, and you know, come
back and sort of look at that in the current context, you could argue there's the conditions
today are probably more so than they've been in the last 25 years, to have more of a, a
collective bargaining structure around charters, and we've seen in other states. So it
wouldn't surprise me if you, if that going forward changes.
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Dr. Jim Goenner  18:49
And then MIPSERS is the State Retirement System. A lot of the charters have contracted,
because if they contracted for people, they are prohibited from being in that system,
where if they employed them directly, they had to be in that system. That went through a
whole defined benefit to a defined contribution standpoint. Can you talk us through, what
do you think the implications of that are?

Len Wolfe  19:12
Well, I think that what's hard is it's hard to put a school back into the system now because
you're not only paying for your, your teachers, which are now are obviously and other
employees that you're paying for, but in their retirement current, your entire benefits in
health, their health care benefits, but you're also paying for the stranded costs of the
system. So a portion of the money that the state appropriates to any school and it's, it's
not necessarily enough to cover the full amount because there's still this gap has to be
used to pay that, that legacy cost and so when you have a system of, school going in and
a choice to either operate with a system that doesn't have to pay for legacy costs, and a
system that does I think it's hard for schools that are somewhat dependent on a and we
have, we have, I think, a pretty competitive market now, not a lot of schools gaining kids.
So the fact that you lose 10-15 kids can be a significant drop in your budget, and it makes
it harder for schools, I think to, to want to go that route, if they've got to be in the system
and pay that stranded cost. I think if you could figure that out, and less than that, whether
the state subsidizes that or there's a carve out for that you'd probably see more schools
employ their teachers.

Dr. Jim Goenner  20:37
So having done this work for 25 years, you started with Governor Engler, you went to
Governor Granholm, then to Governor Snyder and now Governor Whitmer. And obviously,
the House and the Senate have gone back and forth over that time. What have you seen
as kind of the trend with lawmakers when it comes to public education and charter public
schools?

Len Wolfe  20:59
Well, I think you know, it's interesting, I would say it doesn't really matter if it's a
Republican or a Democrat. I think charters for the most part, have done very well under
both. But you can go back and look at the history. And that's true at the national level,
whether it's a Republican or a Democrat, I mean, most people forget we had Bill Clinton
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here. A huge supporter of charter schools. He spoke on the, in the Senate I think in the late
mid, mid, the mid 90s, after he was president. Came to talk about education. You know,
and I always, I always talked about, you know, Governor Granholm when she was Attorney
General, made the right decision and issuing an opinion about the you know, the structure
of Bay Mills as a tribally controlled Community College and the legislature's ability, again,
as a state matter, to be able to define what, what are appropriate public educational
bodies that can authorize schools. So I think, you know, I've said before, you know,
chances are when there's something that happens to charters it's typically with the
Republicans, not the Democrats. That's just my experience, Republicans have tended to,
you know, create the cap, create compromise around regulations, and we go back to
McPherson these were all efforts to essentially deal with what in many ways they believed
were flaws in the system. That, that they were, they had an upper hand and they usually
imposed restrictions. And that's, that's the way it's been. Now, that's not to say the
Democrats don't have their own list of things they'd like to obviously do. But anytime you,
you get one side, in all of government, I think it's it's difficult to, to have a partisan or a
essentially a bipartisan, bipartisan solution. I mean, most of the charter school laws, up
until the cap was lifted in 2013, were bipartisan agreements. And I think that's good for
charters, the graduated cap that Granholm had was a, was a bipartisan deal. Other, you
know, arrangements, I think that were negotiated were always bipartisan. You didn't have
people, you didn't have Democrats, a lot who support charters, voting against those
pieces of legislation until you get to, you know, we had house and senate and a governor
all of the same party. And those essentially were very partisan bills.

Dr. Jim Goenner  23:34
Sure. Let's talk a minute about Bay Mills Community College, because that's very unique
in Michigan and in many ways around the country as well. And so, context, community
colleges have always been an eligible authorizer in Michigan, but they could only charter
in their area, their district. There also was that you couldn't charter in a first class district
and the only first class district in Michigan was Detroit, and that was defined as a district
with 100,000 students. Can you talk to us about how Bay Mills came into the equation of
being able to charter statewide and in Detroit and what that meant for the movement?

Len Wolfe  24:12
Well, I think people don't realize Bay Mills is a tribally controlled Community College that's
been around as long as charters if not longer than charters. And so if you go back to the
first laws, Bay Mills was already incorporated into that or what I call tribally controlled
community colleges were in that and it wasn't just the charter school law, it was the Dual
Enrollment Options Act, or the Career Prep Act, which allowed for essentially tribally
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controlled community colleges, not community colleges organized under state law, but
tribally controlled community colleges to function as other educational bodies that
provide services throughout the state, whether it's in the K-12 space or in the higher ed
space. You know, Bay Mills is a land, is also there's only two land grant institutions in the
State of Michigan, Michigan State University and Bay Mills. Both are land grant
institutions, one's a community college, tribally controlled, one's a university. So at the
federal level, they have a lot of, there's a lot of things at the higher ed level on the federal
side that don't differentiate between types of community colleges, although they are
different. So I think when people start looking at what Bay Mills did is they provided
education to tribes, you know, 15 tribes, recognized tribes around the State of Michigan,
did that both in the U.P, did that virtually, you know, they had, you know, sort of their
natural mission, which is to help underprivileged students. So, I think it originally started
with their own community, that they wanted a school, and then that, that blossomed out
into other areas, but the mission has stayed the same. And it's very consistent with the
college's mission.

Dr. Jim Goenner  25:54
You mentioned McPherson. President McPherson was the president of Michigan State
University, there was this blue ribbon committee put together that he chaired to deal with
oversight accountability, the cap, other controversies around charter schools. Can you
take us back to that era? What, what was going on? And what was the outcome of the
McPherson Commission?

Len Wolfe  26:17
Well, I mean, part of the reason that McPherson Commission came about was an inability
to get the, the cap raised, we had a, we had a statutory limit on the number of charters.
And so as part of a legislative agreement, they agreed to create a commission that would
make recommendations to the legislature and an agreement that that bipartisan
commission would essentially negotiate a an acceptable legislative solution to what was
still seen as a lot of demand for new schools at the time. And so Peter McPherson who's at
the time, Michigan State President, very talented guy, even before he came to Michigan
State, you know, work to put together, try to come up with a solution that, you know, for
the most part, still didn't get the full bipartisan support. So even though you had some
agreement on both sides, it wasn't enough to sort of get that done. And, you know, as a
result, it didn't really go anywhere, ultimately.

Dr. Jim Goenner  27:25
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So one of the things that you and, and Dykema have really emerged as like the go to
players on is that of representing authorizers particularly the state public universities that
charter schools in Michigan, is it surprising to you that the universities have really led the
way with chartering?

Len Wolfe  27:47
Yeah, cause it's not really in their general mission, although I would argue that they're,
that is their future. That's in the K-12 system that I think has for many of them now see, the
advantage of being involved in all the things that they're in at the K-12 level, and that
includes dual enrollment, the summer programs, the teacher training, you know, the
summer classes for, for teachers in terms of certification requirements, you know. So I
think, I think for a lot of them, it, it, there was always a separation, going back to the early
90s, between K-12. and higher ed. Your, what you see now is a complete blending of those
two, I mean, we now have kids as early as sixth grade that can take, you know, college
courses, if you're, if you can sort of progress fast enough. And, you know, we have enough,
enough blending between those, those higher school grades, basically from eighth grade
on, I think make you know it, it more, I think acceptable for people to see the colleges and
universities as essentially part of a larger statewide education system that's really
designed to help kids. And so if we can do, if you can stretch this as sort of Governor
Snyder's biggest sort of push as he sort of had any time, anywhere, any place, push that
envelope on sort of lessening those burdens, which is to maximize the use of state aid
dollars for any, any student that they can use that state aid dollar to get a high school
education, but a community college education or a four year towards a four year degree.
If they can do that on public dollars and do that while they're in high school, that, that
really helps all families in the state generally. So I think that's, that's how it's evolved. I
think it's going to be harder to keep that balance with the finances, financial strains the
state may see in the next couple years. But to me, it's all, it is one system and I think
there's recognition of that now. Everything from P 20 to P, you know, you know, late
learners as I would, like, affectionately call anyone who's over 65.

Dr. Jim Goenner  30:09
So it's fascinating, we had a chance to capture the oral history of Mary Kramer, who
currently chairs the Grand Valley State University Board of Trustees. And she said that one
of the milestones in their evolution as an authorizer was when one of the trustees pointed
out that more students attend their charter public schools than attend the University
which is now 25,000, at the university, and I believe about 35,000 in their charters, and
that that really made a mental switch in their head of the size in the scope of chartering.
Have you seen that with others?
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Len Wolfe  30:42
I think, Grand Valley is a lot like Central and probably like Bay Mills or something, anyone
with with a size of more than 20 schools, authorizing has become sort of a it's, it's a
profession, in the sense that you're, you have to have really good people running that
office, to carry out, you know, the responsibilities that are on the authorizer side. So I think
there is that, that recognition, it kind of plays itself out differently at different institutions.
But you know, it's a very important role, I think people don't fully understand it, because
it's different than, say, an ISD does, it's not an ISD role. And ISD is more of a service
provider, sort of a collection of districts and the sharing of those services and a huge
special ed function and an audit function on state school aid. You know, charter
authorizing is really an ability to sorta help the school along, but also to sort of be there to
sort of make sure that things are getting done, and eyes and ears that, you know, step in
and when things aren't, aren't going the right way and fix it. And I think you know, the best
authorizers take that approach.

Dr. Jim Goenner  32:00
So it's interesting, because in the early days, we used to talk about the line as authorizers
and that they have this regulatory function. Sometimes I chide my authorizer friends by
calling them the school police. But there's also this desire to support and encourage, how
do you see that balance, that blend playing out over time?

Len Wolfe  32:21
I think you have to remember for as you know, when you're working at a university, I think
that, that nurturing mentoring role as educators is already there, it sort of, it exist. The
harder part is to teach and to become a sort of the regulator, you know, the person that's
that, on the regulatory side, sort of sees things black and white. And I think, you know, a
lot of them, it's a tough balance, because you want to help the school, but same time, you
got to make sure that the school is doing what they're supposed to do. And so there's a lot
of training that goes on, there's a lot of training with boards that go on, you know, the, the
most important function that people don't realize is uh, and they forget, is that charter
schools have boards, appointed boards, most of them for, you know, taxpayers, you know,
voters, people who are throughout the community, community leaders. They go through a
lot of training to be on a board and you know, authorizer function is to train and to help
people understand their role. It's a complicated role. But it's the first line and it's the most
important line of, you know, governing a school and looking at making sure that things
are done. And so I think there's a tendency to want to blend them together and think that
authorizers are responsible for that, that's really not their, their role.
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Dr. Jim Goenner  33:39
We used to have fun with the question of who's the first line of public accountability for
charter schools, and most people would answer the authorizer. And the trick of the
question was it was those public school boards. In the Michigan Model, that's another
uniqueness. These boards and the board members, they raised their right hand, they
swear a constitutional oath of office, they're public officials. Why is Michigan different
that way versus most other states where the board members are simply board member of
a nonprofit organization?

Len Wolfe  34:10
Well, I mean, part of is our state requires in order to have a public school, you have to
have public board members. And so remember, we can't fund non public schools. And so
when you look at a public school board, there's only two ways to essentially get a public
school board. There's to elect them or to appoint them. And so you have to, you know, we
could have elections, we could have public school academy elections, I'll tell you it would
be, it would be complicated to do, but you can do it both by statute, and you could do it
under the nonprofit act. And we looked at that, but I think from a standpoint of, you know,
appointments, we have university boards that are appointed, we have some ISD boards
that are appointed. You know, there's this belief and it's legal to appoint, I mean, this is it,
this was a first you know, first dispute between about charters, whether you could have
appointed boards and make them public. We have public officials that are appointed all
over the state that handle a lot of very important things. It doesn't make them any
different in terms of their responsibility. They take the same oath. They're the same
criteria. Most of them are residents, US citizens, you know, very talented people on both
sides. I think there's always a question of who they're accountable to and does that
accountability change and make it any different? I would argue it doesn't. It's the same
way that you have for voters they're entitled to, to replace board members. I can tell you
authorizers have the ability to replace those board members, and parents, at the end of
the day, have a say in both systems, and are quite important in that role on how schools
operate.

Dr. Jim Goenner  35:56
You have seen so many things, both good and the bad. Right? Maybe the good, bad and
the ugly. What are some of your greatest memories from your time with charter schools?

Len Wolfe  36:09
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Man, that's tough. I think, you know, I guess, you know, I tell it to some of our associates,
it's, I think, if you can, at the firm, if you can be involved in a profession that also has a
mission. You know, it's sort of a life mission, which is I felt there was always, even though
I'm not in the classroom, I'm not, I'm not doing I think, which is the harder job, which is
teaching and administering, if you can have a role in helping create a place where
parents can choose to send their kids. To me, that was, that was a great opportunity. It was
fulfilling. So I would say just generally, the idea that you can, you can be involved in giving
people an opportunity to, to choose their path of education, you may not, may not be
your path, but it's their path. And I think, you know, it's important that parents have that,
have that, right and I saw that throughout. I had people a couple, I got letters, which I
kept, you know, from a parent, in one case, who was able to send their kid to a school that
was able to take advantage of that dual enrollment at the higher ed level and a single
mom, with kids who were able to go to University of Michigan and, and essentially enroll
as with two years of credit. Her point was I couldn't afford if I hadn't found this school and
then given an opportunity to go to this school. And you know, that's fulfilling to me to be
able.

Dr. Jim Goenner  37:46
That's one of the things that's really distinguished you is you weren't just the attorney that
knew the law. You were somebody that believed in the mission. And that idea that parents
and students and educators could do great things with some choices and some options.
There was this thing called Old Co New Co, the education achievement authority. New
Detroit, old Detroit, new Highland Park, old Highland Park, New Muskegon heights, old,
old Muskegon heights, can you talk about what was the thinking of that? And how do you
see that playing itself out?

Len Wolfe  38:28
Well, I mean, I think you have to go back. We had a, we had a in 2012, when Governor
Snyder was elected, the legislature passed an Emergency Manager Law, Act 436, which,
you know, gave the state the ability to appoint emergency managers for financially
distressed municipalities and that included school districts. I think a number of schools,
particularly in those areas that are urban areas of the state have, have struggled mightily
over the last 20 years to, to operate in a way, financially sound way and part of that is, a
little bit is funding related, a little bit is charter related, we had kids that obviously left a lot
of those, those communities and went to different schools. And so you know, I think
district boards, or in those cases, a, it's hard to make decisions that can fix the problem,
because a lot of them aren't fixable, the state has to sort of come in and either financially
contribute to make that, make that district solvent, essentially. And so in Detroit's case, I
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think it's a little different. You had essentially a legislative solution to essentially, I'll call it
"ring fence" the debt which is take the legacy debt, which I talked a little bit about those
health care debt, that operating debt, MIPSERS debt. And leave it behind, create a trust
at the state level to fund and pay that off over a number of years and then create a new
district, the New Co to essentially begin to operate without those legacy debts, you know,
sort of weighing it down. And so if you look at Detroit community district, now it's doing
very well, it's actually, you know, solvent, it's got, it's been able to develop a fun balance,
it's been able to bring kids back in the district. So that model, I think, is working. It also
required them to shrink the district, you know, get rid of some of those buildings that were
part of a larger district that, you know, with the community shifts, and neighborhoods
didn't exist anymore. So, but give them the flexibility to continue to grow. And so we'll see
it, we'll see how it does. I think it made it, made them more competitive, which is good,
you need a strong DPS, a DPCD, to make choice, because they are a choice, there are the,
you know, the district that is for a lot of kids and families is, is their choice to go to school.
And so that should be important. I think it's also important that they be strong, so that
charters be accountable, and that they continue to perform. So we want a strong district,
we want strong charters, that makes it better for parents, it makes a better choice.

Dr. Jim Goenner  41:31
You know, it's interesting, you when you started, you said you didn't have any kids, now
you've got three high school graduates and college graduates. When you started Detroit
Public Schools would have had about 160,000 students, today they have about 50,000.
When you started, there weren't these mobile phones. There wasn't really the use of the
Internet. How have you seen all of these trends impacting education and what's possible?

Len Wolfe  41:58
Well, I think for kids, probably even more so for, for parents and teacher, I think, for kids,
it's become a great opportunity to do to learn way beyond what you and I would have
been able to do. I mean, they can go to a classroom that's, you know, even through MBU,
or, you know, other dual enrollment, you can get a, you can be in the U.P. and get an AP
chemistry course from a renowned professors, you know, teacher in Southeast Michigan.
That's incredible. I mean, you know, so it's opened the door beyond even your, where you
physically are located. I think, you know, for, for teachers, I think it's a probably a much
more difficult task, because you're seeing it now with, with COVID. And trying to do both,
you know, do the bricks and mortar teaching, in person live teaching, and then do the
online. So I think you're putting a lot of burden on the teachers, but there's a lot of
resources. So, you know, I think we're going to go through a renaissance where probably
more money spent on tech, probably at the state level, if I were if, if it were up to me, I
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would, I would let the state make a lot of those decisions, use the power of the state to do
that, and not decentralize it. So that there's a lot of inequality across the state. I mean,
that's my biggest fear is technology leads to inequality in education. We're seeing it now,
with communities where you don't have internet, you don't have, you know, computers, or
you don't have the wherewithal to understanding how to operate that. So there's a level of
learning that still needs to be accomplished if we're going to make sure that all kids have
a chance to succeed.

Dr. Jim Goenner  43:42
So if you were king for the day, and you could wave a magic wand, what were the, what
would be the policy changes you'd make to improve public education in Michigan?

Len Wolfe  43:54
I think I would start with, that's a good question, there's a lot. What you, what you would
start with. I think, I think my general sense is, we need to figure out how to the right
amount of testing and the way in which we, we get kids to see achievement and success in
terms of the classroom. I think there's a lot of, you know, between benchmarks,
assessments and summative assessments, and there's a lot of testing that's going on in a
lot of the argument, there's a lot of teaching to the test. You know, I think we need to
figure out a better way to, to assess proficiency and not necessarily penalize kids for that.
I think you're going to get kids that come from all levels. And to me, I think that's not, I'm
not a fan of the third grade reading law. I understand it, I understand the policy behind it,
but I think there's probably better ways to do that without, without penalizing kids, and
families but you know, so there's, I think you got to figure out the technology probably
would be given part of this is sort of the thinking of the day is, you know, when we saw
parts of the state without access to the internet, that's, or when I saw consistent access to
the internet, that's concerning.

Dr. Jim Goenner  45:21
When you look out 20 years, what's your hope for education?

Len Wolfe  45:26
I would, I would hope that kids have the ability to, to go as far and as fast as they can
based on their talents without being restricted on, you know, the government sort of
getting in the way. I mean, I think you if you, if you created a specific dollar amount for all
kids to learn, and said, you know, choose how you go about, you know, implementing and
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using that, that would be terrific. But I think, I think the hard part with that is we got a
number of kids that are so far behind, and don't have the resources to do that. My, my
hope would be that we get, you know, some of the focuses on that where kids can, kids
can really succeed. Take advantage of things that, you know, our kids, we sort of take for
granted.

Dr. Jim Goenner  46:19
Len, is there anything else you'd like to share from your memories of helping evolve
charter schools and 150,000 plus students?

Len Wolfe  46:27
No, I mean, I think I would just say this, I think for charters to be a viable option for
parents, they have to continue to be better in all ways, you know, just because the district,
you know, just being a little bit better than a district isn't, in, in my mind, good enough.
They got to be the best. And so if schools are going to continue to be a viable option, by
being the best, they will make those districts better.

Dr. Jim Goenner  46:59
It's about excellence.

Len Wolfe  47:00
Yeah, absolutely. It's about kids and helping kids.

Dr. Jim Goenner  47:04
Very good. Well, Len, thank you for your time. And thank you for all the contributions
you've made to the charter schools movement, you have definitely made a difference.

Len Wolfe  47:11
Thank you.
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