Xll. An Interview with
Superintendent Richard Fickel

Dr. Richard Fickel has been an educator for 38 years. Twenty
of those years were spent in the Santa Cruz public school system.
During his lifetime in the field of education he has served as teacher,
principal, truant officer, educational consultant, college instructor,
distriet superiniendent--and has held the post of Santa Cruz County
Superintendent of Schools for 11 years, since Oetober of 1967. He
will retire, atthe age of 58, at the end of this year {1978).

His career has spanned some of the most turbulent and exciting
years that public education hzg ever witnegssed. Inthe summer of
thiz year we interviewed Fickel to get an idea of what those years of
chanpe were like, especially as they aifected Santa Cruz County, and
to learn what he thinks about the state of education today and its
probable fufure course.

Tiekel was born in Wenatchee, Washington, in 1920, Beth his
parents were ministers of the Church of God, and the family moved
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twice during his early school years, [ocllowing the cgll of their
pioneer ministry: to Arcats, California, in 1925, and then fo Live
Oak (north of Yuba City) in 1920, His father worked at various jobs
lo eke out the family's meager income.

Neither of his parenis had been to college, but they wanted
a.college education for their son; his father had taught high school inhis
earlier years and the family put a high value on education. Fickel
made hig decigion to become a teacher when he was five or six
vears old. ''If has always been my posl to go into teaching, ' he
=ays, 1 just never knew anything else.

His father died when Fickel was in the eighth grade. After his
freshman year his mother was called to a pastorate in Santa Cruz,
and they moved here in 13924, Tickel attended Santa Cruz High School
and worked part-fime as a can stacker in a local cannery to help out
with expenses. He graduated in1237 and then for two years attended
Reedley Junior College near Fresno, At Reedley he met his future
wife, Manilla Mosher, They had much in common: her parenls were
ministers zlso, and she was sfudying to become a teacher. Both
attended Fresno State Teachers' College afier Reedley,

Fickel graduated from Fresno State in the summer of 1940 and
began the search for his first teaching job.

"Jobs were scarce as hen's teeth then," he recalls. "We would
drive all over the country, five or gix of 05 in 2 car, going from
gchool diztriet o school district applying for jobs. I can =till re-
member thode places we went for interviews--usually two- or three-
room schoolhiouses, with backless benches along the sides of dimly
1it hallways. There would be 20 or 30 people sitting there, waiting
for an interview with the board, The hoard was usually made up of
farm people. They'd have you bid against the others: 'So-and-so
said he'd take the job for a thousand a year. How much will you
take it for?' ‘There were no galary schedules. Those bidded jobs
usually went for $1,000 to $1,300. The going salary at the time,
recommended by the state, was $1,320 a year."

Fickel got his first tfeaching job al Central Union Elementary
Sehool in Lemoore, outside of Fresno, and got a good salary--31,500.
But he earned it.




"1 taught the fifth and sixth grades--56 students in a composition
grade, all in one room. I also taught all the veocal and instrumental
music. I was the vice-principal of the scheool. I also drove the
school busg, and I was the 4-H advisor. I was going from seven o
seven every day.

In addition to this, he had to stay up two nights 3 week watching
for airplanes. The war had just begun and the fear of an enemy attack
was real. Teachers were expected to serve as examples to the
community by participating in nightly airplane watches.

Fickel recalls: "Everyone in the school signed up for those
watches, Manilla and I sipned up for the midnight to six a.m. =tint,
twice a week. We had an old tent heated with a keroseng stove, and
with two cots in it. We'd fake turns watching, and whenever a plane
come over we had to czll into the centrsl headguarters in Fresno
and tell them-

During the early war years anti-Japanese feeling ran high.
"There were gquite a few Japanege ferm families that lived in our
region,' Fickel recollects. ''All of them were herded together into
buses gnd tzken to various concentration centers. It didn't affect
our school because we had no Japanege students, but it did signifi-
cantly affect school districts 20 or 30 miles away. AndIremember
before the concentration cemters started, one inslence wheore some
youngsiers in one elementary school had developed suchan emotional
attitude toward the Japanese because of the war, that they actually
hung & Japanese boy, Killed him,"

Fickel had enlisted in the Air Force in July of 1941, but wasn't
called up for duty for a year and a half. "The war was heating up.
War stories were rampant. Submarines were reportedoff the coast
of Santa Cruz.” He and his wife, now pregnant, spent 2 summer
raigsing sweet potatoes for the war effort. The anxiety of waiting for
his call to report made it difficult to concentrate on his classroom
duties, and in November of 1842 Fickel quit his position at Central
Union and went to work in a scrap meial reclamation project in
Santa Cruz,

In February of 18943 he finally got his call to report for duty.
He spent two years 28 an Air Force instructor, and then was
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assigned to Guam as & second lieutenant radar bombadier navigator.
During the closing days of the war he flew seversl bombing raids over
Japan.

In April of 1846 he returned to Santa Cruz, where WManilla had
bought s house on Windsor Street, fo resume his teaching career.
This time, however, he didn't have to go looking for a job. T
wasn't even out of uniform yet. One day the lady in the yard next
door leaned over the fence and said, "I understand that ;.ruu're |
teacher. I'm Edith Fikes, the counfy superintendent of schools,’
She said that the principal at Scotts Valley School, Ruby Owens, was
ill, and they couldn't find a substitute-=-and would I take the job? So
I ended up at Scottz Valley,' He finished out that school year and
stayed on for four years as teaching prineipzl,

scotts Valley Union Elementary School {(today it iz Scotts Valley
Intermediate) waslocated onBesn Creek Road and Scotts Valley Drive.
"Scotts Valley Drive used to be old Highway 17, Fickel recollects,
"but there was very little traffic. There were hardly any businesses
or buildings along it then. The school setting was rather primitive--
manaanits rlllr.u:f underbrush and poison oak came right up to the school
all around.

When Fickel arrived at the school there were about 100 pupils
there, in grades [lirst through eighth, with four teachers and four
classrooms. All classrooms contained combinalion grades.

"t was a iypical country school. We haed some buses, but most
kids walked. Some would come to school on their horses. The kids
were primarily from farming familice, Everybody wore jeans, boys
and mirls alike.

"1 had a difficult time with that when I first went there. You
couldn't tell the girls from the boys. I started adress code and had
the girls start wearing dresses, so that they would be treated like
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girls.

In 1546 the war-time "'baby boom' had bepun to hit the schools,
with 2 surge of first-graders entering school., By 1947 the crunch
was even more evident, both'in Sapta Cruz County and =statewide.
Fickel remembers it as a challenging time for the Scotis Valley School



ataff. (In 1947 his fellow teachers were Phair Sinnott, Vivian Rice,
Lens Thomas, and Marion Johnstone., On the school board were
Clifford Kilfoyl, Harry Voss, Walter Teman, Otlo Kersten, and
Carl Roynon.) Fickel tells about those days:

"We were S0 overcrowded, we had three classes going in the
auditorium--one on the stage and two on the floor, divided by four
by six partitions. There was no soundproofing. It was terrible--
you can't believe how noisy it was! On Friday we'd take out all the
partitions and pile them against the wall, and put in chairs, and we'd
show movies for the community every Friday and Saturday nights.
We charged 25 cents for the movies, and started a fund o get a
community center started.

"and then there was the old Scotts Valley firehouse, down on
the corner of Scotts Valley Drive. They had moved out and gave the
building to the school. We put = class of about 20 down there. It
had a dirt floor, and when it reined Vivian [ Rice| would have to put
half the kids on one side of the room and half on the other because
the waler would run right down the middle.

"And then we rented space from the Christian Church camp-
sround zcross the street on Bean Creek Hoad, and had a primary
class over therc. It was freezing there--1 don't know how the kids
ever lived through it.

"Finally in 1947 we mounted a drive, took a survey, and were
able to get in on some of the $50 million that was being given away
to schools at that time. It was an outright gift which dide't have to
be paid back. The slate saw our need and gave us the money to build
two or three additional classrooms in 1848, "

 During the time Fickel was there the school's altendance about
doubled, and the staff grew from four to 10. "The condilions were
tough,'" Fickel notes, "hut they were typical of schools throughout
{he county. Holding classes wherever they could find space. Eoquel
School was meeting in churches and in buildings across the sireet,
Felton was meeting in churches too, Boulder Creek was able 1o
build some extra rooms, sothey keptahead. Santa Cruz City started
building new schools about thal time, Aptos built two, Fajaro was in




the process of a building program most of the fime in those years--
from around 1048 to around 51 or 52 there was a lot of construction
going on all over the county. "

Yet in spite of the adverse physical conditions of those years,
Tickel believes the morale of the teachers wasg high and the children
emjoyed school. "It was & real challenge--and we had a lot of fun.
Thers was a resl feeling of community, of family, armong the kids
and the teachers and the parents, That was still the ers when edu=
cation was recognized as an opportunity and a privilege rather than
a right, and so there was dedication to the need for education.  Kids
did learn. Our test scores were very pgood.

"There was a befter feeling of community throughout the entire
county school system than exists now, I think, DMaybe it was because
we were smaller and we were all faced with the same kinds of prob-
lems: All the members of the educational community knew one
another. We'd pet together.

"For instance, we had an anmual Field Day at Soduel. That was
really a greal experience, and everyone looked forward to it. All
schools in the county were invited. We'd have maybe a thousand
kids and their parents show up. They organized field games of all
kinds for primaries right on through eiphth grade. The PTA would
bring food and sell crafis. We'd close the day with a series of soft-
ball games, with ribbons given ouf to winners. It was & big event,
Paul Walters was the Soguel superiniendent then, and Del Miller was
the assistant. He died just this last year, "

And Fickel recalls another countywide school event: "Once a
vear we'd put on a massive musical activity at the Civic Auditorium
in downtown Santa Cruz, ATl the buses from schools all over the
county would bring their kids, and we'd have a thousand kids singing
and playing.,

In 1850 County Superintendent Edith Fikes asked Fickel to go to
work at the County Office of Education (then located on the second
floor of the jailhouse on Front Street in Santa Cruz) as Child Welfare
and Attendance Officer--otherwise known ag the truant officer. Of
the duties in his new job Fickel comments: '"Principzls would call




me up and say so-and-s0 hasn't been in school, and as'hookey cop'
I'd po oul {o the home and tell the parents we wanted the pupil at
school, If we didn't get cooperation, we'd go to referee court, |
worked with all the schools to maintain attendance conirols and
records.

"And we started a county-wide testing program, which was my
responsibility in those days. We were one of the first counties to
have a test scoring machine. We pave the tests and scored them,
and sent out the resulls,

"When | wasthe CWA officer 1 had to visit 211 the schools in the
counyy monthly. Inthose days there were schools way off in the
boonies, all over the couniy. TFor example, Central Schocl was in
operation at that time--you'd go up Highway 17, turn north on z
winding dirt road clear up on the top of nowhere. Thatround trip was
893 miles. Mrs. [Violet] Isidorc was the teacher of the one-room
=chool up there, with sbout half a dozen pupils. Then there was
Seaside School in Swanten, up sbove Davenport--ancther one-room
school with about six students. It was really back in the hills, They
were different people entirely up there, rezlly fine people. They
didn't get out to town very often, just lived back in the mountains.

"The high school at Boulder Creek didn't have many students, but
they had an auto shop, a swimming pool--they really hada great thing
gaing up there in Boulder Creek, There was only one school inSoguel
then. And there were Corralitos, Salsipuedes, Freedom--z11 now
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part of the Pajaro Valley District, which unified in 1985.

IFickel remembers the bitter conlroversy over the unification of
San Lorenzo Valley School District in the early '50s. Many of the
independent Valley people strongly resisted the merger of small school
districts with their separate, individusl school boards into & single
lsrger district. It did not happen without a hattle.

"I was here in the county office and Edith [Fikes] gave me the
job of coordinating the San Lorenzo Valley unification election. They
were fighting tooth and nail--Felton, Ben Lomond, Brookdale, Boulder
Creek, ZAayanie, Lompico--they just didn't get along with one another
at all. It was a rainy day when the election took place. 1 gol calls




in the office saying, 'Get up here! There are people who are not
following the election code.' I found people inside the polling area
right nexti te the booiths--you're supposed to stay 100 feet away--
sereaming and hollering at each other, telling people how to vote and
how not to vote, people fighting with one another. It was a mess, it
was terrible. They were irying to stuff the bsallot hox, they were
trying to keep people from voting. 1 had to threaten them with the
csheriff. Buti it finally worked out. It passed handily. Howard Hazel-
tine was superinteéndent of San Lorenzo Union District at that time,
and he left because he was spainst unification with San Lorenzo
Vallew. He went io Bonny Doon School,

"There was a big trend toward unification in those days. In the
'605 the state required all districts to study the issue and make an
attempt to unify, if it was feasible. Pajaro Valley became unified in
1865, There were three eleciions in the north county area, inan
attemnpt to get Scotts Valley, Live Ozk, and Soguel to unify with Santa
Cruz, but all three elections failed miserably, so we decided there
wag no point in trying to pet them to merge.”

What were the advantages of unification, and has it worked?
Fickel answers: ''The idea was that in a unified district you could
provide betier education and more services than would have beén
possible in a smaller district, because you had more atudents and a
bigger tax base, and maybe you could reduce the number of admin-
istrators. But it doesn't cost less money, And, in my opinion, it
takes away local control. In Pajaro where you had five boards of
trustees you only have one now. In SanLorenzoValley where you had
three or four distinct boards there is only one now., The hoards are
doing g good job, but it takesthe schools farther away from the people.

"I would have to gsay that in my opinion unification in Santa Cruz
County has not really workedwell, The communities that were forced
into unification by election had such a strong identity of their own,
and the socio-economic, culiural mix of those communities has been
so varied, that there's never been a real blend take place. I don't
want to go back to the 'good old days' of thelittle red schoolhouse with
one room--I don't think that's as effective a way of educating young-
sters and providing them with the kinds of experiences they need.
But take Scotts Valley District for an example, with only three
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dchools, It hasn't unified with anybody. The same with Spoquel or
Live Oak districts. Those sizes I believe are desirable. I don't
think unification is always effective,

During the time he worked at the County Office of Education,
Fickel commuted to Stanford University and received his master's
degree from that institution in 1851. We ran for Santa Cruz City
Council and almmeost won., He left the county office inl952 and received
his doctoral degree in education and school administration from
Stanford in 1854,

In ihe following years he served a5 curriculum consultant for the
Inglewood Unified School District in Los Angeles County, and as
asgictent superintendent and then superintendent of the Walnut Cresk
Elementary School District. Then in 1963 he wentl to San Jose State
a5 an instructor, intending to become & college professor. But this
was not Lo be. A yearlster he was called for aninterview at Cabrillo
College, thinking it was for a position at that college. The inter-
view, however, turned cul to be for the superiniendency of the San
Lorenzo Valley Unified School District, a job for which Fickel had
sent in an application and then forgot about. He got the job., He and
his wife and two daughiers moved back to Santa Cruz County, taking
up residence in Scotis Valley. "We alweays had wanted to come back
to this area,’ he says.

Three years later, in the £311 of 1867, Norman''Sig" Lisn retired
from the post of county superintendent of schools with 2 year remain-
ing of his term, and invited the superintendents of all school districts
in the county to apply for the job., At the urging of his old college
advizor Fickel submitted hizs appliczslion, and was selected for the
position. He has served in the post since that time, hawving twice
succescfully stood for election. He will retire at the end of Decem-
ber, 19978, after 11 years of service.

We asked IMickel what changes he had witnessed during his years
in education.

The pace of Iearning has asccélersled and its scope widened tra-
mendously, he believes, The launching of the Soviet satellite Sput-
nik in the cold war years of the '60s marked the bepinning of the

space age and cansced a major shifl in the direction of the corriculum.
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"I'he new math, the '"why-Johnnie-can't-read' controveray, the
new cmphasis on science-=-zll these came about in the '50s, after
Sputnik, as a direct result of the need for the United States to keep
up with Russia in the field of seience. It was really a big influence,
I should say it was. The back-fo-the-basics movement, phonics,
the stress on math, chemistry, biology, physics--all the thingsthat
happened in the educational field after 1957 and into the '60s were a
direct outgrowth of our need to keep up. It really had little to do
with our own internal need, but Russia was there as a threat. The
cold war was on.

"Wow of course the new math is beginning to recede, pass out of
favor. But some of the things that came with the new math we're
going to keep, Research into the processes of learning has changed
the eurriculum too. We have hetter materials and teaching tech-
nigques as aresultof research. There's no doubt, for example, that
the reading program today is much stronger than it ever was, be-
cauge we have a much profounder understanding of the fechnical act
of reading, compared to what we had 30 or 40 years ago. 5o foday
it'=s not just 'phonetica’ or 'look-say,' but a combination of both
teaching methods. "

What of the often heard criticism that schools aren't doing as
good 3 job today as they did in the past, as evidenced by declining
scores on college entrance tests?

"When people make that criticism they overlook the differences
in todey's student, as compared with 25 or 30 years ago, ' he re-
sponds, ['Televizion was just beginning then, mass communication
was just beginning to explode. The youngsier that comes to school
today has had thousands of hours of televiewing that our kide back
then never had. He comes prepared todsy to read, to write, to
epell, to participate in a different way than he did then. We're com-
peting in the clazssroom with the television syndrome of acting--
vou've slmost got to make a production out of your teaching program
if you're going to keep the attention of the kids. Television solves
everything in 30 minutes. But you don't 'solve' education in 30
minutes. It takes 30 years--just to get started.

"What's happened is that people’s expectations of public educa-
tion have changed in the last 30 years--and those c¢xpectations are




unrealistic. People remember how it was 30 years ago, but there's
been a geomeiric explosion of knowladge since then--and it's zll
available. You can'i evaluste what's happening todey on the basiz of
whal it was like 30 years ago.

"For example, take the shibboleth of test scores--college en-
trance exams. We don't realize that college entrance examas 30
years ago were given Lo s very select proup of students. Evervone
didn’t aspire to go to college in those days--only about 25 or 30 per
cent of high school graduates, at the most, were "ecreamed off the
top! and given the test. The rest of the kids weren't tested. Today
we test almost everybody., Well, when you test 100 per cent of the
universe as compared with testing the top 30 per cent, your scores
are going 1o be watered down by that other T0 per cent; so naturally
the scores are going to be relatively lower. And we should remem-
ber that more kids are going off to college now than ever did before.

"The fact iz, on the whole, kids today read better, cipher better,
speak better than they ever have--although there's some evidence
that they don't write betier. Mt., Ddablo Unified School District a few
years ago took the wery same achievement test that was gil:,-'q"_ln to kids
in 1848 and gave it fo their students. They outscored the 1948 kids
by so many points it was ludicrous.

"I won't accept the indictment of public schools, people saying
that we're failing the student. In my opinion youngsters are learning
more and better today than Lthey ever have in the history of public
education.

And what of dizcipline in the classroom today, 63 compared
with days pone by ? And what sbout parent involvement ?

"Discipline iz much more difficult today., Teachers then were
respected and éxpecled to do anything necessary to maintain disci-
pline. Btudents were made to toe the line, and we didn't have much
trouble with them. They knew the teacher had the authority. The
parent expected the teacher to assume that authority. The teacher
dizsciplined the child at school and then, if the parents learned of it,
they re=-digciplined the child at home.
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"Thirty or 40 years ago parents looked up to the school with a
good desl of respect, There were fewer parents then who had any-
thing better than an elementary or high school educaiion themsaelves.
MNow we have many more parents with college educstions. The sci-
entific revolution has caused significant changes in the evaluation of
Jife and institutions. As a result of that, perents are more critical
and no longer look up to the school for anything. They demand of
the school a certain level of performance. I believe it's a good thing
for parenis to become involved in the education of their children, but
I think there's a trend developing todsy toward over-involvement,
interference. Teaching should be left to the teachers, who know how
to teach. Parents have a right to say to educators, 'This is the con-
tent we'd like to have tzught,’ but they need to leave the teachers
slone to do the job they were trained to do. i

What about the plethora of state and federal legislation that re-
gulates so much of the educational field today?

"We're over-legislated, and Ithink it's tragic, There's no
rhyme nor reason to what has gone on. Education is 2 function of the
state, that's true, but only up to the point of insuring ihat there 15 an
aducstional system providing minimal state support. I think educa-
tion pught to he determined at the local level, by the local board of
trustees, and the parents in the community, and the teachers work-
ing together. Of course, now with the passage of Proposition 13,
which shifts the main financial burden of the schools from the local
leve] to the state, I oxpect we'll gee a steady eroding of local control
and more znd more dictation from the state level as to how we should
run cur schools.’

What other changes have ceecurred in public education? Fickel
gives his opinion:

"I think that over the years society generzlly has begun to take
s dimmer view of public education as a process, holds it in lower
respect than it did years ago. I think that's dangerous because it
could result in the destruction of public education as we've known it.
It's ome of the bulwarks of democracy, and it should be held up as
such, and proiected and cherished as such.
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"Poople today don't look at the philosophical aspect of education
ag an institution. They're more interested in criticizing it, fearing
it down, letting everyone do their own thing. I think the 'do your
own thing' syndrome is one of the most disasterous ideas that's ever
hit education. The concept of inter-dependence we used to promote
years ago we don't spend much lime talking about today. It'= the dif-
ference that counts, it's not sameness that anyvbody wants sny more.,
But I think sameness hag a lot of value for us. As I've observed
kids over the years I've found that when youngsters are prouped to=
pether and have a chance in & group to depend on one apother that
they exhibit a greater satisfaction with school living thanl see now in
classrooms of 30 youngsters, all geing 30 different, unique ways.

"ot on the whole I think schools provide better education today than
they did when I started. I don't believe the school elimate is a5 com-
fortable today for teacher, for child, for parent, as it was some
yvears ago. | don't know that it's possible for it 1o be comlortable, as
chaotic as life ig, with the explosion of learning. With the massacre
in #aire onthe television tube right in front of us. Wiih the assasin-
ation of a president happening on the tube right in front of us. With
the instantaneous communication systems that we have today. It
keeps us in a state of emotional turmeil, more than we were in 40
vears ago, obviously.

"I think we've got a lot of maturing to do ag a society bafore we
get comfortable again. But [ believe people can solve that. They
heve in the past and they're going to continue to do it. The secret of
all this is cooperation. It's not pressure, it's not dictating, it's =
real commitment to cooperation.

And, on the eve of his retirement, Fickel sums up his feelings:
"I can only say I'm glad [ was in education. I's been a tremendous
experience. [ Lhink this profession provides an individug]l with the
greatest outlet for service than any profession you could find any-
where, I think this profession is greater than medicine, greater
than religion, greater than the law, by far. You have an opportunity
over a lifetime to be part of so many changes. You touch so many
lives,




