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Education 
Public Education 
 
Beginning with the Northwest Ordinance of 
1787, our government has always encouraged 
and promoted education. A Michigan Territory 
law in 1827 required townships to set up free 
primary schools. In 1858 Michigan led the 
nation in establishing free public high schools. 
The state has always promoted teacher 
certification, curriculum guidelines, and length 
of school terms.  
 
Within the guidelines of state law, control of the 
public schools has shifted from townships to 
county boards to Intermediate School Districts. 
Funding was almost entirely based on local 
property taxes but that has largely changed to 
the state with the passage of Proposal A in 1993, 
which shifted local residential property taxes to 
the state for more equitable distribution among 
the 540 local districts. There are 54 Intermediate 
School Districts. Student enrollment in public 
schools peaked in 1971-72 at 2,212,505 and has 
declined to 1,507,743 in 2015. Michigan 
requires compulsory school attendance to age 
18, 180 days of schooling, 1098 hours of 
instruction, and a model core curriculum.   
 
Public School Academies (Charter Schools), 
nonpublic schools, and home schools compete 
for students, but the Charter Schools also 
compete for tax dollars. The first Charter School 
was established in 1993. In 2015-2016 there 
were 302 Charter Schools but in 2017-2018 the 
number dropped for the first time to 294. Charter 
Schools must comply with all the standards of 
traditional public schools and students are 
assessed by the state.   
 
Nonpublic schools must comply with the state 
regulations regarding attendance, curriculum, 
building and health codes, and vaccinations, but 
not days of attendance or curriculum. State  
funding is prohibited by the Michigan 
Constitution. In 2014 it is estimated that  

 
 
nonpublic school enrollment was 165,487 in 
over 600 schools.  
 
Michigan law gives parents and legal guardians 
the right to homeschool their children. There are 
subject requirements, but the curriculum and 
selection of texts are the right of the parent. No 
records are required to be kept or filed with the 
state. It is believed that there are about 50,000 
students in Michigan being homeschooled.   
 
While there is not an active or strong movement 
for vouchers in Michigan, these are also 
competitors to the public-school system. In 
essence a voucher says that a parent can use 
public tax dollars at any school of their choice 
for their children. In this way vouchers compete 
for tax dollars and we oppose them.   
 
Student performance has dropped precipitously 
in Michigan over the last decade so that our 
schools are now in the lowest quartile in the 
United States. In many cases Charter Schools 
are performing worse than their local school 
from which they get their students and must be 
held accountable or ended.  
 
John Austin, former Michigan Superintendent of 
Public Instruction, says Michigan must change 
the way it finances schools to provide the 
resources needed to meet the very different 
learning needs of every student, and “bring 
quality and performance to the educational 
chaos”.1 

 
The Michigan Department of Education must be 
more pro-active in dealing with the educational 
needs of our state. A high-quality education is 
important for the citizens of Michigan so they 
can make responsible decisions at home, at 
work, at play, and in the voting booth. 

 
1) John Austin, “Michigan’s future at stake in fixing public education”, 

Bridge, October 31, 2017http://www.bridgemi.com/guest-
commentary/michigans-future-stake-fixing-public-education 
“Accountability for all the Broken Promise of Michigan charter 
Sector”, The Education Trust Midwest, 2016, 
https://midwest.edtrust.org/accountability-for-all/. 


