The right recipe for transforming Michigan public education

By John Austin on October 15, 2015
My friend state Rep. Tim Kelly is right: Dramatic transformation of education is necessary to make Michigan a top education state again. 

But he's wrong on how to go about it.

Related: State Rep. Tim Kelly calls for making choice available beyond boundaries.

The State Board of Education, with our new state superintendent, are gathering great ideas from all comers about what it takes to get us back where Michigan belongs, among the top-performing education states in the country. We want to hear more and digest more before we set our priorities — but some directions for needed change are becoming clear to me.

Top-performing states invest strategically and consistently in the main drivers of achievement: 

• High expectations for all students. 

• Excellent teaching sustained by strong support, professional development, and quality evaluations so teachers can help students meet rigorous standards.

• Early childhood education. 

• Very large numbers of students who earn postsecondary credits while in high school, or in rigorous career-technical programs.

High-performing states also don't do things Michigan has been doing that have dragged our schools and students down. They don't provide the same dollar amount for all students, irrespective of their learning needs or the cost of their education. All students can learn, but all children have different needs.

High-performing states spend more where the effects of poverty or special-education challenges demand additional support. They spend more for learning programs and schools that cost more and deliver more. For full-service schools versus online only. For high schools versus elementary schools. For early and middle colleges and career-technical programs that deliver a high school diploma as well as postsecondary certificates and degrees. 

High-performing states also don't support the proliferation, willy-nilly, of new choices, charters and virtual schools without quality control. Rather, they create new choices not as an end in itself, but as part of a purposeful strategy to improve learning and outcomes. Michigan has done just the opposite in recent years under the banner of creating a marketplace for education.

In Michigan, this marketplace and the blind expansion of choice has hurt almost all schools and students. Over the past decade Michigan's school-age population has declined by 200,000 students, while hundreds more schools have opened. According to the respected nonpartisan Citizens Research Council, 70 percent of all school districts, including 389 traditional districts and 73 charter schools, have seen enrollment declines in recent years. Losing students, they lose dollars, they cut staff and programs, and learning is diminished. 

This dynamic is bad enough, but it was made worse by the Legislature, when lifting caps on charters and cyber schools, rejected our recommendation to not let school operators with bad records educating kids open more schools. They also rejected our advice to not open more cyber schools until we know if the ones we have already work to educate kids. (Guess what? New research shows, on balance, they don't!)

Many, perhaps even most of the new schools Michigan has allowed to be created provide worse education than the schools they invite parents and kids to escape. A recent Michigan State University study suggests similar outcomes for cross-district choice programs. Most children, and particularly poor and at-risk children, don't find a better education through school choice, and return to their home schools. 

In sum, Michigan's current new school creation and choice policy has led to educational and financial chaos in communities like Detroit. Chaos that the governor, mayor and all of us are trying to clean up.

I support charters and choices to replace failing schools, and to deliver a better-quality option for kids trapped in underperforming schools. To rejoin the top education states, Michigan must fashion a more effective charter-choice policy based on improving student learning, not ideology.
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