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Editor's Introduction

The SHC has an intimate and rich cultural history. Outside of intentional community, shared
housing situations, this particular flavor of interpersonal, multigenerational culture must be
quite difficult to replicate.

What is the SHC? A collection of properties? Another haven for student shenanigans? A
respectable nonprofit with an extensive micro-local history? An intriguing sociological
phenomenon? Just another bunch of kids?

Yes.

SHC is more than a physical reality. There are our houses, which we can see, smell (!), and touch,
and then there are the members. Generation upon generation of co-op members have
breathed life into this community, keeping it alive with every house meal, every chore day, every
party, and every quarrel. Each time a set of keys is handed over during interim week, the SHC
feels another heartbeat, gains a new voice to fill the rooms, raises new hands to paint the walls.

| can easily understand why this might not be observed by too many members. It's just
somewhere | live now. Later on I'll leave and live somewhere else. So whatever. | can say that during
my time around the SHC, which began at the tail-end of 2017, I've observed that it is indeed a
minority of members who become invested in the co-op beyond the scope of getting their
chores done to avoid fines.

It is very, very easy to get caught in the here and now. We are so often in a hurry. We run the
water full blast. We rush through brushing our teeth. We wait for someone to barely finish
talking so that we can insert what we have planned to say. It's a broken tile here, a dirty bathtub
there, and when will | get my window screen replaced? There’s just so much to complain about!
While we badgered on and on for a new kitchen stove, we missed what surrounded us: four
walls that had enclosed people our age, people like us, and people different from us, decade
after decade after decade.

We don't hear their voices ricochet, we don't know what the phrase tagged all around the house
means, we don't know who painted that monstrous-or beautiful-mural on the wall. And they-
those members who stood in that kitchen before us-they weren't thinking about us, dozens of
years down the line from them. Through all this time, all these batches of housemates evolving
into new ones, we perpetuate this culture. We don't try, we don’t know, and we're often not
paying attention, but we carry on the SHC.



The co-op is special. And though with every year that passes since you and | have moved out,
our years here become a smaller proportion of our lives, | hope we will retain the memories we
made and the humble pride of carrying on this organization for those unknown members who
will come next.

Emily Tyler
Toad Lane 2017-2018, Vesta 2018-2021
Vice President of Education 2020-2021

Three Cheers for Ten Years with Holly
Jo as SHC's Executive Director

Holly Jo Sparks's cooperative journey has been long and rich, beginning in the early 1990s. She
spent time at the Inter Cooperative Council of Ann Arbor as a member (Sojourner Truth, Ruths’,
Nakamura and Lester [now Riviera] houses) and was a staff person (assistant member services
coordinator). She has also been involved in the co-op scene in California, having served as an
Americorps VISTA at the Santa Cruz co-ops and as the executive director of the Santa Barbara
co-ops. She has also worked as the director of development with the North American Students
of Cooperation (NASCO). All of this spanned many years prior to her beginning at the SHC.

In 2007, Holly Jo pivoted back toward studying: she earned a Master’s in city planning at
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). This experience was immediately followed by a
health crisis that involved long term recovery. Within a couple of years, she began to ask herself:
what do | want my legacy to be? Do | want to make a mark by contributing literature to
academia around housing and planning? Or do | want to be remembered for building
relationships and doing on-the-ground work?

For a few years, Holly Jo was engaged in cooperative related “odd jobs,” including strategic
planning, consulting, contracting, and the like. In the midst of this, she received a lead toward
SHC: at an Equitable Pioneers retreat at Circle Pines Center, Holly Jo got the word from Mike
McCurdy (maintenance staff at SHC) and Jim Jones (Co-op Hall of Fame icon) regarding the
opening up of the position of executive director at SHC. This was at the beginning of the year
2014.

Following competitive multi-round interviews with SHC for the ED job, Holly Jo felt confident
when she was given tours of some of our houses by the incoming SHC president, Dan Birkholz.
By the end of April 2014, Tabitha, the outgoing SHC president, informed Holly Jo that the Board
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of Directors voted for her to fill the position. However, a few months passed before she received
an official job offer. Holly Jo's start date with the MSU Student Housing Cooperative was July 1st,
2014.

Holly Jo and | shared three companionable interview segments, during which | gathered the
above stories, as well as posed a handful of questions to her about her time with the SHC, which
has now reached a tenure of 10 years.

When asked what were some things that she never
would have seen coming, she replied, of course, the
COVID-19 pandemic. This societal crisis brought
unprecedentedly high vacancy in the co-op. The
SHC budget had been in deficit for years at the time
she began with SHC; but after years of diligently
working to steadily turn that around, the co-op had
reached a stable position. This meant it could
survive the financial impacts resulting from those
COVID vacancies.

Other things she hadn't anticipated included the
City of East Lansing becoming much more strict with
code and fire requirements, leading the SHC to
tighten up on adherence to these, and being more
proactive with safety measures; a complete
turnover of staff around herself during her time;
and becoming a parent.

Holly Jo and Dan Birkholz, 2014.

| asked Holly Jo, don’t be modest: what are some major triumphs you've made for and
contributed to the SHC? She replied, enthusiastically, about the SHC achieving 501(c)3 non-profit
status. She is also proud of leading the co-op toward financial stability after years of deficit, and
shaping the co-op into top form in terms of its organizational state. Along that vein, the co-op
has come to possess an internal political will for the organization to better its outward
appearance, to commit to responsibility within the community, and to be self-accountable.

Another accomplishment: buying, developing, and launching the All Nations (131 Whitehills) co-
op is huge. “Because it's been a multi-year process, it feels like there hasn’t been a consistent
drive amongst members advocating for it. We've looked at buying it since the 70s.” Finally having
achieved it feels like “nothing short of a miracle,” given how many changes in circumstances
occurred and pivots in strategies that had to be made.

All Nations is the first “true” expansion since Phoenix in 1994, the first purchase since then made
with the co-op’s accumulated capital, and not made as a result of an exchange for another
property- as in the case of selling the Bogue Street house to gain Apollo (239 N Harrison) and
Harambee (427 W Hillsdale)-and that wasn't pre-existing co-ops merging, as with Rivendell and
the Shire. 6



Becoming a parent was no small feat! In the midst of an intense career, building and maintaining
stability for a multidimensional (not to mention multi-million dollar) organization, she feels it's a
huge accomplishment for her to have finally felt at a place comfortable with expanding her

personal life into creating a family.

When | asked about what she saw as areas for improvement within the SHC, she described how
the governance of the co-op has matured and reached a higher functioning and more
aspirational level, but that there is still room for greater stability within the co-op’s governance.
Ideally, directors of the Board would be longer serving, more firmly established with experience
and knowledge, and not flip-flopping on a semesterly basis: four months is not enough time to
understand and appreciate the organization’s needs, governance process and purpose, and to
make well informed decisions. Holly Jo commented, “Speaking as someone who's served on [one
given] board for nine years or so, it takes a long time to understand enough to make good

decisions.”

Holly Jo emphasizes, though, that “we do
have eager, excited members who are in a
learning season of their life.” She describes
this as both a weakness and a strength: “It's
student co-ops’ superpower that they're able
to change and adapt so quickly” because of
the shorter board service periods and overall
member turnover rate. She notes, also, that
“It only takes three years to go by for new
members to think that this is the way it's
been forever.” For those of us who have
been around a little while, we know this is a
classic illusion regarding things that are
quite recent developments, things just
beyond the awareness of a given member’s
tenure with the co-op, with average
membership being just around 2 years.

“We have eager,
excited members
who are in a learning
season of their life...

It’s student co-ops’
superpower that
they’re able the
change and adapt so
quickly.”

| asked Holly Jo about the benefits and drawbacks of having such longevity for a staff person. A
major benefit is “the ability to carry projects to completion over the long term, despite changes
in capacity.” Holly Jo adds, “the co-op is kind of like a garden: I'm trying to cultivate growth, and

different seasons have various elements; different weather allows different parts of it to grow.’
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Having a long-term staff person also helps with the outward-facing reputation of the co-op to

the greater community.

The biggest drawback? Burnout. Holly Jo also notes that there’s the possibility that members
may perceive the co-op as going in a direction that is “tone deaf” or veering off track of what
they think it should be doing, in line with the previously mentioned high turnover of



membership tending towards rapid evolution (yet also forgetfulness).

What are the hardest parts of your job? | asked her. She replied: “The constant need to have
thick skin. I don't think most people know how sensitive | am to difficulties in relationships, to
feelings of rejection and exclusion.”

She also described learning to navigate the changes in her own personal and professional life.
“My peers - the members, who | do consider my peers - stay at a stage of development in life
that is constant [with the perennial turnover and entry of new youth], while mine is changing.”
With a majority of the SHC's members being in their early 20s, every generation of co-opers
brings individuals at more or less the same stage of life development. “It's not like I'm a
professor,” she says, who's around the younger folks for part of the day but then retreats to the
realm of other professionals her age who are aging along with her.

What's the best part of the job? Holly Jo highlights the evolving direction of youth that she’s been
delighted to observe. “I think that increasingly, young people are more aware of mental health,
wellness, and the fact that they impact other people in the world. My workplace is full of
compassionate and understanding people.” This has contributed to her own success in being a
mother, with the co-op personnel understanding her changing needs, and recognizing that she
now has other demands on her that are non-negotiable.

She concludes by emphasizing how awesome it is “being surrounded by brilliant young leaders.
Being able to be a brief part of their life, as a mentor or a witness, is really rewarding.”

Thank you, Holly Jo Sparks, for your excellence in leadership, irreplaceable contributions, and
dedication to the Spartan Housing Cooperative. Cheers!

Farewell, MC! We'll See You Around!

MC Rothhorn has been a staff person for the SHC for several years, and now he is moving
onward with his journey. He started working for the co-op in late summer of 2015, as an
independent contractor cranking out bookkeeping work to help the co-op catch up with share
returns and other financial needs. Before long, he became a full time staff member, as the
finance cooperator.

In 2020, he stepped away from the co-op for a while to serve on the Michigan Independent
Citizens Redistricting Commission, contributing to the fair and transparent redrawing of
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