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Traditional public schools are responsible for the wide
dissemination of education and the growth of pros-
perity in the United States.  However, the perceived
failure of some traditional schools to adequately
educate and graduate students, the desire for pub-
licly funded school choice, and the perceived need
for a broader array of educational approaches than
had been found in most traditional school districts,
led to development of publicly funded, but indepen-
dently managed charter schools.  This memoran-
dum, which summarizes Report 364, Nontraditional
K-12 Schools, is part of a series of reports on public
education in Michigan published by Citizens Research
Council of Michigan.

Charter Schools

Charter schools are publicly funded, independently
managed schools that compete for students based
on programs.  Charter schools were to be freed from
the bureaucracy of traditional schools, to have
greater autonomy, and to focus on educational out-
comes.  In Michigan, charter schools are called pub-
lic school academies (PSAs).  In September, 2009,
there were 241 PSAs in Michigan, serving 103,000
students (six percent of the state’s K-12 population).
There were 21 traditional school districts in which
three or more PSAs were clustered (50 are located
in Detroit).

In Michigan, as in the 39 other states that allow
charter schools, state statutes seek to balance ac-
countability (teacher certification, limits on the num-
ber of university authorized charters, reporting re-
quirements) and independence (relatively large
number of potential authorizers, specialized types
of charters).

Supporters of charters value the publicly funded
school choice that charters offer. Supporters recog-
nize that charter schools offer students an alterna-

tive to failing traditional public schools, and contend
that competition from charters will result in improve-
ments in traditional schools.  Some supporters be-
lieve that traditional urban districts, with industrial
scale schools and restrictive union contracts, are in-
capable of effectively addressing the needs of large
numbers of disadvantaged students, and that ex-
tended school days and years, individual mentoring
and intensive supportive services, community part-
nerships, and small classes are necessary and can
best be delivered by charter schools.  Others prefer
the specialized focus that can be incorporated in a
charter school that draws students from a wider geo-
graphic area.

Opposition to charter schools has come from sup-
porters of traditional public schools, who fear the
loss of students and funding to charters, and who
fear that the emphasis on charter schools shifts
needed focus away from solving the problems of tra-
ditional schools.  Opponents fear that charters will
skim the best students, or the cheapest students to
educate, leaving a larger concentration of the most
challenging students in the traditional system.  Op-
position to non-unionized charters has also come
from teachers unions.  Some opponents object to
the use of for-profit management companies, or the
absence of publicly elected boards.   Some oppo-
nents fear that oversight and accountability are lax.

Governance Structure

Unlike traditional school districts, PSAs do not have
elected school boards.  In Michigan, PSAs may be
authorized by a number of organizations:

• The governing body of a state public university
may charter a PSA anywhere in the state.   In
Michigan, universities collectively have been
limited to chartering no more than 150 public
school academies (that cap was reached in
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1998), but certain types of
PSAs do not count toward
the 150 maximum.

• The board of a community
college may charter a PSA
in that community college
district.  Three community
colleges have chartered 43
public school academies.

• The board of a federal trib-
ally controlled community
college may charter a PSA
anywhere in the state: Bay
Mills Community College has
chartered 41.

• An intermediate school dis-
trict board may charter a PSA
in that district.  Thirteen ISDs
have chartered 32 schools.

• The board of a local K-12
school district may charter a
PSA in that district. Three
school districts have char-
tered a total of 12 PSAs; nine
of those were chartered by
Detroit Public Schools.

PSAs negotiate contracts with
authorizers that act as fiduciaries,
enforce contract provisions and
provide oversight, and that may
offer other services; contracts are
subject to non-renewal, revoca-
tion, and termination.  Since
1995, 39 PSAs have been closed
for not meeting performance re-
quirements (four closed in 2009).
Each PSA also has a board of di-
rectors that is responsible for in-

suring that the school meets the
terms of the contract and of state
law.   Authorizers and boards are
intended to provide the account-
ability that elected school boards
are supposed to provide for tra-
ditional school districts.  State law
specifies that PSAs not may be
affiliated with a religion.

PSAs may be self-managed, or
may contract with for-profit or
nonprofit education service pro-
viders to provide some or all ser-
vices, including employing teach-
ers and determining teaching
methods.  There were 53 educa-
tion service providers operating
in Michigan PSAs in 2007-08; 25
of them provided services to more
than one PSA.  Some of these
management companies seek to
impose a comprehensive, highly
structured routine that is in-
tended to produce improved edu-
cational outcomes.

Funding

PSAs may not charge tuition.
They receive per pupil funding
allocated by the state (sent to the
authorizer, which may charge an
administrative fee of up to three
percent), and are eligible for cat-
egorical aid and federal funds.
When a student chooses to at-
tend a PSA instead of a traditional
public school, the funding follows
the student, depriving the tradi-
tional school of that financial sup-
port.  In 2009, PSAs received an

average of $7,412 per pupil,
about $2,000 less than the aver-
age for traditional districts.  Un-
like some other states, Michigan
provides no ongoing funding for
facility costs for PSAs, although
several grant and loan programs
are available.  PSAs are required
to have annual financial audits.

Teachers, Curriculum, and
Achievement

In Michigan, teachers in public
school academies must be certi-
fied (full-time faculty at a univer-
sity or community college may
teach at a PSA chartered by that
institution).  PSAs generally pay
teachers less than public schools,
and have higher teacher turnover.
The average student-teacher ra-
tio in PSAs is 14:1, compared to
18:1 in all Michigan elementary
and secondary schools.  In addi-
tion to a lower student to teacher
ratio, PSAs may offer a more sup-
portive, nurturing environment,
and higher expectations.  Many
PSAs offer extended school hours
and years, strong mentoring re-
lationships, tutoring services,
character education, college tours
and application assistance, and
early foreign language instruc-
tion.  Michigan PSAs typically
have fewer administrators than
traditional schools, and rely on
teachers, parents, and volunteers
to accomplish many administra-
tive tasks.
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legal if used by a school district.
Prior year students are to be ad-
mitted if the grade level is avail-
able, and siblings of current stu-
dents may be given priority, but
if more students apply than there
are available slots, a lottery or
other “blind draw” process must
be used to determine who is ad-
mitted.   Two-thirds of PSAs have
waiting lists.

Students in PSAs tend to reflect
the racial characteristics of the 21
districts where PSAs are clus-
tered.  About ten percent of PSA
students receive special educa-
tion services; 64 percent of PSA
students qualify for free or re-
duced price lunch.

Research on Charter
Schools Academic Achieve-

ment

Studies of charter schools in
Michigan and other states have
generally found that student
achievement is lower on average
than would be predicted for the
same students in traditional
schools.  In one nationwide study,
17 percent of charter schools
outperformed traditional schools,
nearly half of charter schools pro-
duced results that were no dif-
ferent than traditional schools,
and 37 percent delivered results

that were significantly worse than
traditional schools.

In Michigan, MEAP test results in
charter schools are generally bet-
ter than those in the cluster dis-
tricts, but below the statewide
averages.  Charter high school
achievement test results lag the
state average by a wide margin,
but a number of high school PSAs
target drop outs; students who
have been expelled, suspended,
or adjudicated; or other students
at risk of failure in traditional
schools.

Charter schools provide opportu-
nities for some students, but re-
cent research has suggested that
they tend to leave the most dis-
advantaged students concen-
trated in the most disadvantaged
traditional public schools.

Other School Options

While school attendance is com-
pulsory, not all students attend
public schools.  In addition to
publicly funded charter schools,
privately funded secular and pa-
rochial schools provide alterna-
tives to traditional public schools.
The Michigan Department of Edu-
cation requests nonpublic schools
to provide information on enroll-
ment, qualification of teachers,

Like traditional school students,
PSA high school students in the
class of 2011 and thereafter will
be required to complete credits
specified in the Michigan Merit
Curriculum.

In 2009, 62 charter schools ex-
ceeded the statewide average
proficiency on all Michigan Edu-
cational Assessment Program
(MEAP) tests. On average, Michi-
gan charters perform better than
the cluster districts, but not as
well as the statewide average, on
MEAP proficiency.  Proficiency
rates for the high school Michi-
gan Merit Exam (MME) lag state-
wide rates significantly, and char-
ter high schools have only a 56
percent graduation rate, but
some of these high schools tar-
get students who have dropped
out, or been suspended, adjudi-
cated, or expelled, and others
who have difficulty in traditional
schools.  In 2009, 72 percent of
PSAs made adequate yearly
progress (AYP), compared to 86
percent of all public schools.

Students

PSAs are prohibited from discrimi-
nating in student admissions on
the basis of academic achieve-
ment, athletic ability, disability, or
any other basis that would be il-

This CRC report was made possible by grants from the W.K. Kellogg Foundation, the Frey Foundation,
the PNC Foundation, ArvinMeritor, the Richard C. and Barbara C. Van Dusen Family Fund, and a consortium
of education groups including the Tri-County Alliance for Public Education, Michigan Association of
School Boards, Metropolitan Detroit Bureau of School Studies, Inc., Michigan Association of School
Administrators, Michigan School Business Officials, Middle Cities Education Association, Michigan
Association of Intermediate School Administrators, Michigan PTSA, Michigan Association of Secondary
School Principals, and the Michigan Elementary and Middle School Principals Association.
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and course of study.  Nonpublic
schools are required to provide
curricula comparable to those
provided in traditional schools,
and teachers are required to be
certified.  In 2008-09, there were
820 institutional nonpublic
schools in Michigan, of which 659,
with 129,903 students, reported
data to the state.

Homeschooling also is available
for those students and parents
who prefer that model.  Michigan
legislation provides almost com-
plete independence for
homeschool parents who assert
a sincerely held religious objec-
tion to certification of teachers.
In 2008-09, there were 757
homeschools reporting data to
the state, with 1,266 students.
An unknown number of
homeschools do not report and
are not included in state data.

Public policy questions associated
with these options include fund-
ing, curriculum and teacher cer-

tification requirements, participa-
tion in select public school pro-
grams, reporting, and oversight.

And spanning all school struc-
tures, technology is becoming an
ever more important component
of education delivery systems, as
virtual classes and cyber schools
offer opportunities for specialized
teaching and learning.

Conclusion

The federal government has es-
tablished expansion of charter
schools as a key component of its
education policy.  Conversion to a
charter school governance struc-
ture is among the restructuring
solutions advocated for failing tra-
ditional public schools.  The fed-
eral Race to the Top grant program
reflects the federal focus on
changing governance as a key to
improving student performance.
Michigan and other states have
responded to the competition for
federal Race to the Top funding

by raising limits on the maximum
number of charter schools al-
lowed, authorizing new kinds of
charter schools, and making other
changes in state law.

The data indicate that there are
some excellent charter schools
(just as there are some excellent
traditional public schools), but
that not all charter schools are
excellent.  PSAs do provide pub-
licly funded school choice, and are
generally popular with parents.
Special PSAs that serve expelled,
suspended, or adjudicated youth,
or drop-outs, or those at risk of
dropping out, fill a vital niche.
While efforts to close failing PSAs
and to replicate successful mod-
els should be accelerated, the
long-term value of charter
schools may be that, as relatively
autonomous schools, they are
better positioned to explore in-
novative approaches to teaching
and learning, within the con-
straints of their charters and state
law.


