
 
Candidate Name:  Ricky L. Swalm 
 

1. What are the traits of an effective school board director?   Tell us why you are running 
for this position and how you are uniquely qualified to serve the WCASD community in 
this role. Please include your experiences with/in the public education system. 

 
An effective school board director is someone who is able to focus on the educational 
needs of the community to whom s/he serves all the while staying within the fiscal 
constraints dictated by the finances of the community.  One should strive to improve the 
system regardless of finances for there are numerous ways to redesign instructional 
delivery, curricular offerings, and even acquire additional funding that can be used to 
improve one’s schools. 
 
I am in my 35th year of education having taught in 4 different states, at multiple levels and 
in various capacities.  I previously served 6 years on the WCASD Board of School Directors 
and one year as its president.  My areas of expertise include instructional design, student 
and teacher assessment, instructional technology, and testing. 
 
I am running again for school director because my life and professional missions include 
helping advance education in general and within my local community specifically.  Over the 
past 4 years that I have been off the Board, the atmosphere in the District is getting caustic 
and is starting to affect the quality of our product, our kids.  This is unacceptable and if 
allowed to continue will affect this district for decades to come.  Administrators and 
teachers are starting to leave and our ability to attract top shelf candidates is also starting 
to diminish.  We must turn around this ship before it is too late. 

 
2. The West Chester School Board serves many constituents with varied concerns: 

parents of all students (pre-school, public, parochial, cyber/charter, homeschool), 
seniors, individuals with no children, teachers, business owners, etc.  How will you, as 
a school board director, encourage and maintain healthy relations between the Board 
and those constituents? 

 
All constituents typically want is someone who will listen to their issues and their concerns 
as they affect their lives.  I am a very good listener and also a very good communicator 
when needing to explain the various aspects of the decision making process and ultimately 
why a decision was made.  I believe that if one filters a decision against the District’s 
Mission and remembers that ultimately our obligation to the community and the 
Commonwealth is to be stewards of the educational system in West Chester and then filter 
everything through that obligation, most people will accept our decisions. 

 
 
 



3. In the past five years, what has the WCASD done well ?  Are there areas where you 
would you have done things differently?  Please provide examples.  

 
One of the most important things the District did well in the past 5 years was to hire Dr. 
James Scanlon as its Superintendent of Schools.  His vision, communication skills, team 
building skills, and knowledge of educational reform is unparalleled.  As far as doing 
something differently, as a Board member I would not have micromanaged and squelched 
his agenda.  It is hard to imagine where this District might be if the current board stopped 
pretending they had a clue about education, they don’t.  When the District submits and 
wins a pre-school $500,000 grant to help prepare pre-school children for readiness which 
can only result in positive outcomes and the Board turns it down because of the optics that 
would have been created (budget would have appeared to have gone up even though it 
would have been offset by the grant so net effect was zero), one cannot hope to advance 
education when party politics is the major filter through which decisions are made.  That is 
unacceptable by any standard. 

 
4. What is the purpose of a public education system and what is the best way for society 

to fund and sustain that system? At present, do you feel the WCASD is adequately 
funded to provide a quality education to all students?   Explain. 

 
One of the major differences between America and the rest of the world is our education 
system.  While the press loves to demonize our world rankings, they fail to compare apples 
to apples.  In America, everyone is entitled to an education regardless of socioeconomic 
status or ability to pay.  Public education is the great equalizer.  If children and families 
want to escape poverty and improve one’s lot in life, public education is the ticket.  I am 
living proof of that.  I grew up in a trailer in my grandmother’s back yard with two sisters 
and a mother (no father) who worked piece-meal in a sewing factory.  She believed in her 
children going to school and doing well in school and while she wasn’t much help when it 
came to knowing our school work, she encouraged us and challenged us to be better than 
she.  I now have my Ph.D. and believe I have escaped the poverty we lived in all because of 
public education. 
 
How best to fund public education is probably better answered by people who understand 
the financial aspects better than I.  While property taxes certainly offer many challenges 
and are often viewed as a horrible means to funding public education, nothing else has 
sprung forth so I am not certain how best to handle that.  Fortunately, that is something 
that is going to be handled at the state level and not the local.  I believe the WCASD is 
adequately funded and typically operates well within its parameters.  The current board 
has cheated the district out of much needed funds over the past 4 years and those are 
funds that can never be recovered.  Ever since Act 1 went into effect, the district should 
have taken the minimum amount allowed (1-2 %).  With the price of all services going up 
greater thatn 1-2%, each year we did not take the index we stole money from the future of 
our children.  While some may contend that we held the line and held to the status quo, 
we actually went backward for while we held to a zero increase, the world around us went 



forward.  There are two ways to go backward.  One is to take a step backward and the 
other is to stay still while the rest of the world passes you by.  This board has done the 
latter over the past 4 years and we can never recover that mistake. 

 
5. What is your definition of student “achievement”?  How will you, as a school board 

director, ensure and maintain such achievement for students in the WCASD? 
 

Student achievement is best defined by looking at the individual status of each child.  One 
of the issues that I have always struggled with is how often we assess ourselves 
inappropriately or interpret our test results inaccurately.  For example, when we talk 
about the achievement gap we speak to the difference that exists between the high 
achiever and the low achiever.  Now it is true that this gap may suggest different things to 
different people such as possible differences in how we are educating our children and 
that we need to do a better job with those less fortunate.  It is possible that this is true in 
some cases but we need to be careful we are not painting with too broad a brush.  If we 
only focus on the lower achiever to “narrow” the achievement gap, we are doing a 
disservice to the higher achievers in the District, for if we do a better job with the lower 
achievers (which I hope we will always strive to do) we also need to continue to do better 
with the higher achievers, however this will result in a less narrowing of the actual 
achievement gap which sometimes people interpret as failing even though everyone is 
doing better, hence why I state we need to look individually at achievement and not 
restrict ourselves to one data point that might result in a false indicator of reality.  In 
addition, when I was previously on the Board, it took me two years to educate the Board 
on how to read our student achievement test scores for they were often misinterpreted.  
Watching this Board in action, it is obvious they do not know what they are looking at 
either when it comes to understanding student scores. 

 
6. What are three objectives, in order of importance, that you want to accomplish during 

your time on the school board?  How will you go about achieving them? 
 

1. Rebuild relationships with teachers, administrators, and the Board.  Only when 
everyone is working together can this District realize its full potential.  This is simple 
group dynamics or psychology 101.   This board has failed to understand this basic 
concept and it has damaged us in more ways than they realize.  I would accomplished 
this by treating the teachers with respect, stop micromanaging the administrators, and 
establishing policies that will create an environment that will unleash the talents that 
exist in this district. 

2. Establish our own on-line offerings to help return cyber charter students to our own 
district as well as provide services to home schooled children.  We have a tremendous 
untapped resource and infinite potential in this regard.  I started talking about this when 
I was last on the Board but more and more school districts are doing this now that I 
believe it will be better received and not viewed as so far out there. 

3. I want to be more engaged politically as a school district.  We need to partner with our 
neighboring districts and pool our resources to lobby Harrisburg and Washington about 



the needs of our districts.  I am currently engaged in an Educational Policy Fellowship 
Program to learn how to be a better advocate in the policy world so that our efforts can 
be better directed. 

 
7. Discuss the importance of technology in education. How important is it that all WCASD 

students have access to the latest technology?  In your opinion, is there benefit to 
expanding cyber/online learning opportunities for West Chester students?  Why/why 
not? 

 
I feel as though I have already partially answered this question with my second bulleted 
point above.  Technology is crucial on many fronts.  In addition to expanding our ability to 
offer on-line courses and thus attempt to recover monies lost to cyber charters as well as 
offer personal connections back to the school district, it also allows the district to extend 
our ability to meet the needs of more and more of our students as well as offer 
opportunities to individualize instruction or provide instruction that we cannot afford to do 
in a more traditional way such as offering more foreign language options.  As our students 
engage educationally with technology, they will also become more technologically savvy 
which might also lead to professional opportunities.  In addition, by opening the cyber 
world to all students, we will better be preparing our students for life after high school 
which also is part of our mission.  Finally, while no one size fits all is always the name of the 
game, opportunity and diversity is always a positive mantra and should be pursued 
whenever possible.  Technology expansion can help us meet these needs. 


