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Michigan at a Glance 

Early Childhood 

• Number of children ages 0–4: 574,0001 
• Number of child care providers: 8,4842 
• Number of children enrolled in state-funded prekindergarten: 48,8543  
• State investment: $720 million4 

K–12 

• Number of K–12 students: 1,491,1515 
• Number of students enrolled in charter schools: 146,1196 
• Number of students participating in schools of choice: 123,1217 
• Number of students enrolled in career and technical education: 126,5028 
• Number of traditional school districts: 5409 
• Number of charter schools: 30210 
• Number of intermediate school districts: 56 
• State investment: $14.9 billion11 
• Fourth-grade reading rank on the National Assessment of Educational Progress 

(NAEP): 41st  
• Eighth-grade math rank on the NAEP: 37th  
• Average SAT score: 100112 
• Four-year graduation rate: 79.8 percent13 

Higher Education 

• Number of students enrolled in community colleges: 277,58914 
• Number of community colleges: 2815 
• Number of students enrolled in public universities: 259,75416 
• Number of public universities: 1517 
• State investment for community colleges: $395.9 million18 
• State investment for universities: $1.4 billion19 
• Students required to enroll in remedial courses: 27 percent20 
• Residents ages 25–64 with a postsecondary credential: 43.3 percent21 
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Letter from the Chair 
Dear Governor Snyder and fellow Michiganders:  

On behalf of my colleagues on the 21st Century Education Commission, I am honored to share the 
Commission’s final report—The Best Education System for Michigan’s Success: A Blueprint for 
Educating Michigan’s Residents to Build the Best Businesses, Win the Best Jobs, and Achieve the 
American Dream. This report was created through a collaborative effort, and every element of the 
report garnered a high level of consensus. I am proud of this work and honored to have been part 
of this diverse group whose members share a commitment to educating our young people. 

As public servants, educators, business leaders, mentors, parents, and grandparents, my fellow 
Commissioners and I share a common goal: for our children to do better than us. We want them to 
participate fully in our democracy, create thriving communities, and build a strong economy. 
However, we also share a common fear—that this dream is slipping further and further away for 
too many of our state’s children.  

Executive Order 2016-06 issued us a bold and comprehensive charge: analyze top-performing 
states and nations and, based on that research, offer recommendations to significantly improve 
student achievement and career preparedness. We believe that the framework outlined in this 
report will help shape Michigan’s education system for the next 30 years and restore the promise 
of the American dream for Michiganders across our great state.  

The importance of education has been recognized as fundamental and vital to Michigan and its 
citizenry since its inception. Since the Northwest Ordinance passed in 1787, Michigan has 
encouraged education and intellectual and scientific pursuits in its constitution, requiring funding 
for the promoted pursuits at the K–12 and university levels.22  

This document continues in that esteemed tradition. Our intent is for this report to serve as a 
blueprint rather than a checklist—a design for the future. There are many critical decisions that will 
be necessary in the coming years. We urge our state leaders to maintain the same focus as this 
Commission—improved outcomes for students.  

Please join me, as well as my fellow Commissioners, in accepting the challenge to act now to build 
a high-performing education system that delivers TALENT: A citizenry that is transforming, aspiring, 
leading, educating, innovating, and transcending. 

Very respectfully, 

 

Thomas J. Haas, Ph.D.  
President, Grand Valley State University 



 6 

Acknowledgements 
This report would not have been possible without the time and talent of many stakeholders across 
the state. Commissioners would like to thank the residents who visited our website, participated in 
online polls, and attended listening tour events. Your input was valuable in informing our thinking 
and developing recommendations.  

We greatly appreciate the schools and educators who welcomed us into their buildings and shared 
their experiences. Commissioners visited the Grand Rapids Public Museum School and Voyageur 
Academy in Detroit. Due to weather, Commissioners met virtually with staff from Traverse City 
West Senior High School and schools in the Upper Peninsula. We recognize that hosting a visit of 
the Commission requires a lot of planning and work, and we’d like to thank those that hosted a 
listening tour event.  

• Northern Michigan: Tom Brady, Marguerite Cotto, Susan Dameron, Christine Guitar, Mike Hill,
Jessie Houghton, Mary Manner, Allyson McBride Culver, Tim Nelson, Heidi Skodack, Paul
Soma, Jason Stowe, and Keena Tibbetts.

• Southeast Michigan: Jeff Maxwell, the Principal of Voyageur College Prep, and the students
and teachers that spent time with Commissioners.

• Upper Peninsula: Deb Doyle, Jay Kulbertis, Doug Leisenring, Dan Reattoir, Matt Spritzer, and
Matt Zimmer.

• West Michigan: Kim Ashton, Gayle DeBruyn, Chris Hanks, Kelly Hillary, Kevin Holohan, Jerry
McComb, Mike Posthumus, Tim Priest, Rob Rodriguez, Jennifer Teaker, and Cindy Todd.

We are grateful for the state and national experts who helped frame and guide our work, including 
Natasha Baker, State School Reform Officer; Chris Gabrieli, Chairman of Massachusetts State 
Board of Higher Education and cofounder and CEO of Empower Schools; Bill Guest, president and 
chief solutions architect of Metrics Reporting, Inc.; Kati Haycock, CEO of The Education Trust; 
Robbie Jameson, budget administrator for the State of Michigan; Venessa Keesler, Deputy 
Superintendent, Educator, Student, and School Support with the Michigan Department of 
Education; and Marc Tucker, president and CEO of the National Center on Education and the 
Economy. 

We are also grateful to all of the individuals who provided much needed data and fact checking, 
including Stephen Best, Leah Breen, Shannon Stackhouse-Flores, and the team at the Michigan 
Bureau of Labor Market Information and Strategic Initiatives. 

We appreciate fellow Commissioners’ willingness to provide photos for this report so we are able 
to feature students, teachers, and schools from across the state. 

Commissioners are especially thankful for our administrative assistants. Without their behind-the-
scenes patience, responsiveness, and attention to detail we would not have been able to produce 
this report. Thank you to all of you: Julie Anderson, Sharon Augustyn, Missy Ball, Dana Bialk, Karen 
Carefoot, Caryn Cleland, Michelle Diffin, Maureen Doyle, Jean Hall, Kelsey Hardin, Karen Hively, 
Alicia Kirkey, Candice Kolbe, Shelli Long, Teri L. Losey, Connie Minix, Marsha Quebbeman, 
Marilyn Schneider, Rachel Siglow, and Kimberly VanWormer.  



 7 

In the final months of our work, we were joined by the 2017 State Board of Education copresidents 
Casandra Ulbrich and Richard Zeile. We appreciate their willingness to participate in our final 
meeting and the insights that they offered.  

Finally, we also acknowledge the efforts of Public Sector Consultants for their support in facilitating 
our work and producing this report. In particular, we’d like to thank Michelle Richard, Jeff Guilfoyle, 
Rory Neuner, Rachel Rochefort, Annelise Huber, Laurel Tilot, and Vicari Vollmar.  

  



 8 

Table of Contents 
Introduction .................................................................................................................................. 11 

Call to Action ................................................................................................................................ 15 

Our Opportunity: Lessons Learned from High-performing States and Nations ................... 20 
 Education Strategies that Work .................................................................................................................. 20 

 Essential Cultural Elements ........................................................................................................................ 22 

 Forward Progress in Michigan .................................................................................................................... 23 

Framework for Success: The Commission’s Recommendations ........................................... 25 
 Our Vision for the Future ............................................................................................................................ 25 

 How We Get There: Nine Principles for a World-class Education System ................................................. 25 

Guiding Principle 1: Elevate the Education Profession ........................................................... 36 
 1.1—Enhance Teacher Preparation ........................................................................................................... 40 

 1.2—Create Multiple Career Pathways ...................................................................................................... 42 

 1.3—Improve Educator Professional Development .................................................................................... 44 

 1.4—Strengthen Building-level and Organizational Leadership ................................................................. 45 

Guiding Principle 2: Build Capacity to Do What Works ........................................................... 46 
 2.1—Support State Priorities with the Necessary Resources and Tools .................................................... 49 

 2.2—Support Implementation of Evidence-based Practices....................................................................... 50 

Guiding Principle 3: Invest in an Efficient and Effective System of Public Funding ............ 51 
 3.1—Identify Efficiencies ............................................................................................................................ 54 

 3.2—Determine the Base Funding Amounts for K–12 ................................................................................ 55 

 3.3—Determine the Additional Resources Needed for Disadvantaged Students ....................................... 57 

 3.4—Develop Funding Formulas to Support the System ........................................................................... 58 

Guiding Principle 4: Increase Access to Postsecondary Education ...................................... 59 
 4.1—Determine the Proper Funding Level for Higher Education ................................................................ 62 

 4.2—Support Universal Access to Community College for All Michigan Students ..................................... 63 

 4.3—Make Four-year Degrees More Affordable for Students Who Demonstrate Merit .............................. 65 

 4.4—Support All Students with Counselors Skilled in Career Guidance and Postsecondary Access ........ 66 

Guiding Principle 5: Partner with Parents ................................................................................. 68 
 5.1—Connect Human Services to Schools................................................................................................. 72 

 5.2—Nurture Parent and Educator Collaboration ....................................................................................... 74 

 5.3—Create User-friendly Tools to Navigate Educational Options ............................................................. 76 

Guiding Principle 6: Enhance Accountability ............................................................................ 78 
 6.1—Enhance Student Achievement Measures ......................................................................................... 82 

 6.2—Hold the Right People Accountable ................................................................................................... 84 

 6.3—Improve Data Reporting ..................................................................................................................... 86 



 9 

 6.4—Move toward a Competency-based Learning Model .......................................................................... 88 

Guiding Principle 7: Ensure Access to High-quality Learning Environments ....................... 90 
 7.1—Assist Poorer Communities with Funding for School Facilities .......................................................... 93 

 7.2—Support Public School Academies with Funding for School Facilities ................................................ 94 

Guiding Principle 8: Invest Early ................................................................................................ 95 
 8.1—Support Universal Preschool for All Four-year-olds ........................................................................... 99 

 8.2—Develop and Retain a Quality Early Childhood Workforce ............................................................... 100 

 8.3—Increase Access to Quality Services Through Improved Coordination ............................................ 102 

 8.4—Enhance Early Learning Outcome Measurement and Tracking ....................................................... 104 

Guiding Principle 9: Update K–12 Governance ....................................................................... 106 
 9.1—Reform State Board of Education Governance ................................................................................ 110 

 9.2—Enhance the Function and Capacity of the Michigan Department of Education .............................. 112 

 9.3—Reconceptualize the Structure and Function of Intermediate School Districts ................................. 114 

 9.4—Support Local Efforts to Consolidate................................................................................................ 116 

 9.5—Ensure Access to High-quality Educational Options for All .............................................................. 117 

An Investment in Our Future ..................................................................................................... 119 

Where to Start ............................................................................................................................. 127 

Appendix I: Public Education in Michigan: The Public Good ................................................ 131 

Appendix II: About the Commission......................................................................................... 133 

Appendix III: Listening Tour Summary .................................................................................... 134 



 10 

Terms and Definitions 
• Child: This report uses the term child to refer to young children from birth through preschool 

entry—when education is generally informal. The report also uses the term to refer to young 
people in our state. 

• Classroom: Learning occurs in many different places. The term classroom is referring to any 
place—physical or virtual—where learning happens.  

• Postsecondary credentials: Degrees are not the only pathway to postsecondary success. 
Certificates, industry certifications, and apprenticeships also offer participants an opportunity 
to learn the skills and knowledge necessary to enter a particular field. Credentials may be 
awarded by career and technical programs, community colleges, or employers. The quality of 
programs varies dramatically, as does completers’ earning potential. This report advocates 
only for credentials that are valued by employers and increase completers’ wages above the 
expected wage of a high school graduate.  

• P–20: A P–20 education system provides services and supports to children and students from 
prenatal (P) through graduate school (grade 20). It encompasses three existing systems: early 
childhood, K–12, and higher education.  

• Parent(s): The term parent is used broadly throughout this report and refers to a child’s legal 
guardian(s). Parents are children’s first and primary teachers, and they are critical partners in 
education.  

• Postsecondary education: Postsecondary education includes all education that occurs after 
high school that leads to a marketable credential. This includes certifications and certificates, 
and all forms of degrees, including associate, bachelor’s, and professional/graduate degrees.  

• Student: The term student refers to anyone participating in formal education from preschool 
through graduate school. Formal education can take a variety of forms and occurs in many 
different settings.  
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Introduction 
We want our children to do better in life than we have. It is among the most basic 
tenets of American society to have the next generation do better than the one that 
came before. For nearly a century, the American dream has promised that if our 
children work hard and push to their full potential, they will achieve a higher standard 
of living than their parents. 

For many of us, the American dream was 
ubiquitous. Nearly all children (93 percent) born 
in Michigan in the 1940s earned more than their 
parents; however, that started to change for 
children born as soon as the early 1950s. Still, 
77 percent of these early baby boomers earned 
a higher income than their parents. The story 
becomes darker for children born in the 
1980s—Michiganders who are now in their 
midthirties. Less than half of them (46 percent) 
are earning more than their parents at the same 
point in their lives. The world has changed. We 
now live in a global economy in which markets 
and labor forces are no longer local. Our 
education systems, structures, and supports 
that were designed to propel the next 
generation forward are no longer strong enough 
to meet the demands of a changing economy.23 

The Economy has Changed 

As recently as 30 years ago, Michiganders 
could earn a high school diploma, enter the 
workforce, and earn a wage that could support 
their family. High-wage manufacturing jobs 
were the foundation of our economy, and our 
shared economic prosperity was among the 
highest in the country. Over the past three 
decades, the story has changed. In the 2000s, 
Michigan lost over 766,000 private sector 
jobs.24 By 2009, the state had lost more 
automotive jobs than remained.25 With the 
coming of technological advances and 
globalization, the high-wage, lower-skilled jobs 

that were the foundation of our state’s economy 
for a generation have disappeared and are 
unlikely to return. A high school diploma no 
longer serves as a ticket to economic 
prosperity.  

 

Today workers with a postsecondary education 
face an improving economic outlook. Since 
2010, 99 percent of the jobs added to our 
nation’s economy have gone to workers with at 
least some postsecondary education. While 
three in four jobs lost during the Great 
Recession required a high school diploma or 
less, only 1 percent of those jobs have come 
back.26 This stark contrast in economic 
opportunity has been evolving for some time. 
Since the second half of the 20th century, 
industries that require more educated 
workers—such as healthcare, consulting and 
business services, financial services, education 
services, and government services—have been 
growing. Jobs have shifted away from 
production industries—like manufacturing and 
construction—and the jobs remaining in those 
industries now require more advanced 
education.27 

At the individual level, the single 
most effective strategy to 
improve your economic outlook 
is education. 
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Education Improves Opportunity  

At the individual level, the single most effective strategy to improve your economic outlook is 
education. From postsecondary credentials to bachelor’s degrees—individuals who master skills 
and knowledge that are in demand in today’s economy are more likely to be self-sufficient, less 
likely to be unemployed, and more likely to give back to their communities. While only half of 
generation Xers have a higher standard of living than their parents, most (80 percent) of that 
generation’s college graduates are more prosperous than the previous generation.28  

The power of postsecondary education—including not only degrees but also certificates, industry 
certifications, and apprenticeships—to restore the American dream is clear. The unemployment 
rate for Michiganders with a bachelor’s degree or higher is only 2.7 percent, and it is 5.6 percent 
for residents with some college or an associate degree. The unemployment rate increases, 
however, as workers’ education levels fall; it is 8.6 percent for high school graduates, and 14.0 
percent for residents without a high school diploma.29  

As residents’ education levels rise, their ability to command higher salaries grows. On average, 
residents with bachelor’s degrees earn nearly twice as much as those with high school diplomas.30 
Residents with some college or an associate degree earn $5,100 more than high school graduates, 
and high school graduates earn $7,600 more annually than residents without a diploma.  

Exhibit 1. Residents with a Bachelor’s Degree Are Three Times Less Likely to Be 
Unemployed Than High School Graduates 

 

Source: 2015 American Community Survey, one-year estimates. 

Education is a Public Good 

As our state’s earliest leaders rightly recognized, the benefits of education extend beyond the 
individual, and it is critical for a thriving democracy. The importance of education has long been 
recognized in Michigan, even in the years before Michigan was granted state status. The Northwest 
Ordinance, passed in 1787 by Congress, created a compact between the original states and the 
Northwest Territory, which included Michigan, in which “schools and the means of education shall 
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forever be encouraged.”31 When Michigan adopted its first constitution in 1835, two years before it 
achieved statehood, Michigan encouraged education and intellectual and scientific pursuits in its 
constitution, requiring funding for the promoted pursuits not only at the K–12 level but also for 
universities.32  

And although the funding mechanisms have since changed, Michigan has provided that education 
and schools shall be promoted in every iteration of the constitution and continues to do so today. 
Mirroring language from the Northwest Ordinance, in 1908 and in the current constitution, the 
people included the mandate that “[r]eligion, morality and knowledge being necessary to good 
government and the happiness of mankind, schools and the means of education shall forever be 
encouraged.”33 As in the state’s first constitution, Michigan chose not only to express such 
encouragement but also to continue funding the education system, both K–12, which is provided 
at no cost, as well as to maintain public colleges and universities in the current constitution.  

This investment in our residents has allowed Michiganders to participate fully in our democracy, 
create thriving communities, and build a strong economy. Researchers have long recognized a link 
between education levels and civic and social engagement. Education increases multiple forms of 
engagement including voter turnout, tolerance, and political knowledge.34 Today, more than ever 
before, we must continue our long tradition of educating citizens. Our state’s prosperity depends 
on it. 

The correlation between state income (a proxy for prosperity) and education levels is strong. Highly 
educated states, such as Massachusetts and Connecticut, also boast the highest per-capita 
incomes in the country.35 Michigan, however, ranks 35th for educational attainment (the number of 
residents with a bachelor’s degree or higher) and 33rd for per-capita income.36 This is not the path 
to prosperity. 

Exhibit 2. Highly Educated States Boast the Highest 
 Per-capita Incomes in the Country  

 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

$30,000 $35,000 $40,000 $45,000 $50,000 $55,000 $60,000 $65,000 $70,000 $75,000 $80,000

Sh
ar

e 
of

 th
e 

Po
pu

la
tio

n 
O

ve
r A

ge
 2

5
w

ith
 a

 B
A 

or
 H

ig
he

r

Per Capita Income

Michigan

Massachusetts

Connecticut

Washington D.C.

Oil-producing states



 14 

We Need to Act Now 

Over the past nine months, the 21st Century Education Commission has examined our state’s public 
education system and debated the best strategies to improve opportunities for every child and 
student in our state. A changing economy now demands that all residents earn a postsecondary 
education—an education level previously reserved for a select few. The current state of our 
education system demands that we all participate in this transformation: from students and parents 
to educators, school personnel, and administrators, and to business leaders and local residents. 

Once regarded as having a strong public education system, Michigan’s schools—those in our most 
affluent suburbs as well as our rural areas and inner cities—are now quickly falling behind those of 
our competitors in Europe, Asia, and much of the 
United States. Most distressingly, we see a public 
education system unable to position our children to 
achieve the American Dream—to do better than the 
generation before them. The urgency could not be 
greater. 

This report outlines recommendations for how to 
design and rebuild our public education system to 
prepare all children for the careers they aspire to 
and a bright future. The Commission aimed to build 
a P–20 education system that serves Michiganders 
from birth through life. 

 

Photo taken at Schoolcraft College in Livonia 

Photo taken at Jalen Rose Leadership Academy in Detroit 
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