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The Problem of “Failing Schools”

The Problem of “Failing Schools”

Michigan taxpayers pay $14 billion each year in state and local taxes to support the
state’s system of public schools from Kindergarten through High School. More impor-
tantly, the system is responsible for the education of over 1.6 million students. The par-
ents of those students, and the taxpayers that support the system, increasingly demand
that the school districts and state agencies that administer the system be held account-
able for actual results.

The demand for results was heightened in the years 1999 and 2000 by the debate over a
Constitutional amendment that would have instituted a tuition voucher system in school
districts deemed to be “failing districts.” The idea behind the proposal was to offer par-
ents of kids trapped in failing schools an opportunity to send their children to other
schools, including nonpublic schools. While the voters rejected the amendment, even
many of those that opposed the initiative agreed with the effort to identify those districts
that fail to fulfill their mission, and take some corrective action.

This analysis identifies those school districts that, using a definition most parents would
find quite reasonable, have failed to meet their fundamental mission. Using data
reported by the school districts themselves, and the state Department of Education, we
detail the number of such districts, the number of students in those districts, and the
amount of taxpayer expenditures for these districts.

The analysis shows that the problem of failing schools is of much larger scale than has
been commonly portrayed, and much larger than the list of “failing schools” under the
2000 tuition voucher amendment. It encompasses both urban schools, and suburban
schools, as well as rural schools. It includes schools that receive and spend relatively
low amounts of taxpayer dollars. It also includes school districts that spend considerably
more than the statewide average, even after that statewide average spending level has
increased over the years since the passage of “Proposal A” in 1994,
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THE FOUR BASIC SKILLS

A HUMBLE CRITERIA:
THREE-QUARTERS ABLE
TO MEET STATE
STANDARDS

A Parent’s Definition of “Failing Schools”

A Parent s Definition of “Failing Schools”

We choose in this analysis to rely on what a reasonable parent would agree is an unac-
ceptable level of performance for a school district in which his or her child was enrolled.

We reject, in this analysis, any definition that relies on “inputs,” such as teacher salaries,
student/teacher ratios, training time, computer expenditures; or per-pupil expenditures.
Such statistics, while interesting, are a diversion from the much more important issue at
hand. No parent, when his or her child reaches 18 years of age, wonders about the stu-
dent/teacher ratio in the school system, or the per-pupil expenditure level. Every parent
wonders whether their child has learned the basic skills they need to enter college, get
technical training, or enter the workforce. For our inspiration, we rely on this wisdom of
the parent, rather than the statistics of the bureaucrat.

What are those basic skills? They certainly include the ability to read, to write, to per-
form mathematics, and to understand rudimentary science. They also include other fac-
tors that we rely on families and churches to impart, but we can’t measure those. We can
measure, and have measured for schools across the state, the proficiency of students in
the basic four subjects of reading, writing, math, and science.

J
One uniform measurement of those skills, the MEAP tests, have been administered
throughout the state for the past several years. While not perfect—no tests are perfect—
they are good, uniform, objective measurements of what every parent expects young
adults to learn before they graduate from High School.

We use in this analysis a very humble criteria for defining success: a school district in
which three-quarters or more of the high school juniors can demonstrate they met state
standards in reading, writing, math, and science.

This is not requiring all “A” students, or even “B” students. “Met state standards”

means achieving a level 2 score on a test that has 4 levels.! Many parents would find
such a standard below their expectations.

To be defined as a *“‘success™ under this criteria, a district need not have 3/4 of its stu-
dents pass every single test; just that 3/4 of their students as a group achieved a level 2
result in all four tests. Many students—even most students—could miss state standards

on one test, and still have the district be an overall “success.”?

1. The top level is called “Exceeded state standards.” Level 2 is just “met Michigan standards.”
The standards were determined by the State Board of Education in May 1998. See “Michigan
Education Assessment Program High School Tests, Statewide Results, Spring 1999,” dated
September 1999, Michigan Department of Education.

2. It is easy to show, with an example, how most students can miss meeting state standards in at
least one subject, and still have the school overall meet the 75% group-meeting-standards cri-
teria.

Failing Schools in Michigan: The Surprising Scale 3



Results: The Majority of School Districts are “Failing”

Results: The Majority of School Districts are
“Failing”

When we apply this humble criteria—that just 3/4 of the students can demonstrate profi-
ciency in four basic subjects—we discovered a result that should be shocking to every
parent, taxpayer, and educator: Most school districts fail to meet even this humble defi-
nition of “success.”

The following table shows the number of districts, and the students within them, which
fail to meet this criteria.

TABLE 1. Failing and Succeeding School Districts, 75% Proficiency Standard

Number of Districts Number of Students
Succeeding in meeting 43 148,397
75% Proficiency
Standard in Four Basic Subjects
Failing to meet 480 1,508,575

75% Proficiency Standard

Looking at a map of the districts that fail, we see the unhappy pattern: there is no pat-
tern. All across the state, in every county, in rural and urban and suburban districts, in
the Upper Peninsula, and the Lower Peninsula, school districts are failing to achieve the
level of performance a reasonable parent would expect.

Figure 1 shows the results.

ARE WE SETTING THE BAR  One might reflect on these results, and ask whether we are setting the bar too high.

TOO HIGH? Could it be that we are demanding too much, when we ask that at least three-quarters of
our high school students can read, write, perform basic math, and understand basic sci-
ence?

Ask yourself the question again, this time thinking of your son, your daughter, your
niece, grandchild, or neighbor. Is that really too much to ask? Do we want to live in a
state where more than a quarter of our high school graduates cannot read, write, or per-
form math or science? What are the implications for our government when a growing
portion of the electorate starts adulthood unable to read and write about issues? What
are the implications for our economy when over a quarter of our young adults cannot
understand basic math and science, the fundamentals of technology?

We believe that the 75% proficiency standard is, if anything, too low a bar. Few parents
would accept that for their own children. As a society, we should not accept that for any-
body’s children.

Failing Schools in Michigan: The Surprising Scale 4
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Failing/Passing School Districts
Passing Criteria: 75% of juniors met state standards on every section of the MEAP

/ Failing School Districts

Districts where less than 75
percent of juniors met state
standards in at least one
section of the MEAP test

Districts: 480
Students: 1,508,575

Map 4 / Passing School Districts

Districts where more than 75
— percent of students met state
standards in every section of
the MEAP test

Districts: 43
Students: 148,397
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Is Funding the Issue?

Is Funding the Issue?

We started with the principle that actual student performance, not inputs, were impor-
tant. Now that we have identified failing school districts as well as successful school
districts, we can test the notion that more spending results in a higher chance of success-
fully educating children.

The following table shows the result of a taking the highest 25% of school districts in
per-pupil spending, and the lowest 25%, and seeing how many of each show up in the
“failing schools” category. As the table indicates, almost a half-million students are in
high-spending school districts that fail. A little more than half that many are in low-
spending school districts that fail.

Indeed, if you are a student in a district that fails to have at least 75% of your high
school students meet basic standards, you are much more likely to be in a high-spending
district than a low-spending district. There are 78% more students in failing, high-
spending schools than in failing, low-spending schools.

TABLE 2. Expenditures in Failing School Districts

Number of Districts Number of Sfudents
High Spenders: 60 467,645

Failing School Districts with Per-
Pupil Expenditures in the top 25%

Low Spenders: 141 262,877
Failing School Districts with Per-
Pupil Expenditures in the bottom 25%

This question has been extensively tested before, and the results of that research corrob-

orate those displayed here.! Funding is not a determining cause of educational perfor-
mance.

1. For a summary of some of the research, see Patrick L. Anderson, et. al., The Universal Tuition
Tax Credit, The Mackinac Center, 1997.

Failing Schools in Michigan: The Surprising Scale 6
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How Did We Conduct This Analysis?

How Did We Conduct This Analysis?

The basic sources for the data were the 1999 Michigan School Report, and the 1999
Spring Grade 11 High School Test Results. Both are available from the Michigan
Department of Education. We did not review the results that were reported by individual
school districts, some of which are probably in error, nor the compilation by the Depart-
ment of Education.

The basic method of analysis was to establish a criteria, which is described in the text,
and then perform database selections to identify the districts involved, as well as student
population and expenditure data. For the 75% proficiency criteria, our database selec-
tion criteria was “% met state standards in Math > 75% AND...” for the remaining three
subjects.

To map the districts, we joined the results of the query to tables of school district bound-
aries in our geographic information system (GIS) facility. Many examples of similar
GIS analyses are available on our web site, at http://www.AndersonEconomic-
Group.com, and market, school district, and demographic reports on locations through-
out Michigan are available to the general public for a fee on our site http:/
www.MichiganMapper.com.

The main limitation of this method is the designation of a “success” criteria; the second
limitation is the creation and administration of a set of tests. Both involve some arbi-
trary judgements, and neither is perfect. We acknowledge that the success criteria used
here is based on our opinion of a reasonable parent’s expectation.

We also acknowledge that the data supplied by the schools rely on testing protocols,
administration of the tests, compilation of the results, and other steps that are performed
by fallible humans, some of which have a self-interest in the results.

Finally, this report was also written by fallible humans. We make every effort to ensure
that the analysis was performed properly, and that the data and methods are documented
for others to review and reproduce. If the reader believes he or she has discovered an
error, please write to us. We post corrections to errors, even errors in data that was sup-
plied to us, when they are confirmed, on our web site where the report is offered.

Patrick L. Anderson is the managing director of BBK Ltd. Anderson Economic Group,
a consulting firm that specializes in policy issues facing businesses and governments.
Mr. Anderson is a former deputy director of two state departments, as well as an econo-
mist for two of the state’s largest financial firms. He is an adjunct fellow for the Hudson
Institute, and the author of over 75 published articles and monographs. He was the prin-
cipal author of the 1992 Term Limit amendment to the Michigan Constitution, and a co-
author of the school choice amendment presented to voters in 2000.

Christopher S. Cotton is an economic analyst with Anderson Economic Group, and has
experience with education policy analysis, including school policy reform, funding and
disparity issues, and student performance.
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Data and Methodology Appendix

Detailed Methodology Description

We used Class of 2000 MEAP scores information from the Michigan Department of Education, Michigan
Merit Award, “1999 Spring Grade 11 High School Test (HST) Results.” This data can be found at
http://www.meritaward.state.mi.us/merit/meap/results/data/index.htm.

In our analysis we calculated the percent of students that achieved each of the four attainment levels of the
MEAP test (Levels 1 through 4). This was done for each of the primary subjects tested (Math, Science,
Reading and Writing).

In accordance with the definition established by the Michigan State Board of Education’s “Spring 1999
MEAP High School Tests, Summary of Statewide Public School Results” we defined “Met Michigan
Standards” as achieving a Level 2 rating on the test or better. A summary of the State Board standards can
be found at http://www.meritaward.state.mi.us/merit/meap/results/springsummary.pdf. To determine the
percentage of students that “Met Michigan Standards” on the MEAP, we took the sum of the percentage of
the students that achieved a Level 2 and Level 1 rating for each testing subject.

If 75 percent or more of the juniors in the school district who took the test achieved Level 2 or above on all
four primary subjects, the school district achieved a successful rating. If less than 75 percent of juniors met
the standards established by the Michigan State Board of Education in the four primary subjects, the school
district was rated as failing.

In our analysis, we also refer to per student expenditure, and superintendent information that was found in
the Michigan Department of Education, 1999 Michigan School Report: Downloadable data files. These
can be found at Michigan Department of Education web site,
http://www.state.mi.us/mde/reports/msr99/db.htm.




Data Tables

The attached tables list, in alphabetical order, the school districts that met the successful criteria, and those
that did not. The Department of Education had data on about 520 districts; some districts did not report
properly or were not reported by the Department of Education. Charter public schools and nonpublic
schools are not included in the list, although data is available for many of these schools as well. (A good
portion of these schools do not have High Schools, and would not be eligible for the MEAP tests given to
High School juniors.)

Data and Methodology Integrity

Our firm takes considerable pains to ensure that our public policy research is conducted fairly, and that the
results are communicated in a manner that allows reasonable individuals to understand the data, methods,
and conclusions. Consistent with that philosophy, we have prepared this data and methodology appendix in
addition to the report, to ensure that interested individuals can track down the data for every school district
included in the report.

Please note that the base data for this research was created entirely by the school districts themselves, along
with the Department of Education. Our experience in the past with school district data is that the vast
majority of questions about the research are resolved by simply confirming that the school districts reported
their own data properly. Many individuals are unaware of the performance data for their school districts,
and first learn about it from our reports. We ask these individuals to check with the base data sources listed
above before contacting us, to confirm the numbers that were reported.

However, if a school district did not report the correct data, or if the Department of Education did not
aggregate the data accurately, or if we made an error in analyzing the data that was reported, we will assist
the district in properly informing the public about the error. Simply confirm, in writing, the correct
information, and note the source of the error, and we will post a notice on the same web site on which the
report is made available.
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