Education: An Agenda for Strong Schools

Senate Republicans firmly believe that the success of our great state will depend almost entirely on whether Michigan has the kind of education system that provides our children and future generations with the skills to succeed in the fiercely competitive and ever-evolving global economy. Literally and figuratively, we simply cannot afford an education model that has grown out of a 20th century industrial and agrarian society. Just as we must diversify our economy, we must challenge ourselves to innovate and to create a diverse and comprehensive approach to educating our children. We are focused and committed to a long-range plan to build strong schools that reflect a dynamic, efficient and high-performance 21st century learning environment.

1. Detroit Public Schools/First Class Status

The state has a special opportunity to help the struggling students of Detroit. The school district has lost more than 10,000 students each year in the last three years, largely due to dissatisfied and frustrated parents and students. Many of these students have gone to other school districts and to charter schools.

Detroit is no longer a first class school district. This means two community colleges are able to authorize charter schools within the district. This is a wonderful opportunity not only for Detroit students to receive the individualized attention and curriculum they deserve, but also for Detroit Public Schools to come to the plate and improve its offerings.

The Senate, with a resolution, began the process which has now resulted in the governor appointing a new financial manager for the district. We will do all we can in the Senate to support him in his mission. Once the district is on solid financial ground, it will make it easier for school officials to concentrate on what really matters - the academic performance of the students.

2. Neighborhood Public Schools

We recently introduced an innovative proposal aimed at giving parents and educators more flexibility and choice in how their children are educated. Legislators on both sides of the aisle have expressed interest in developing a wide variety of public schools from which students and parents can choose. We look forward to working with the governor, our colleagues in the House, parents, students, and others who want to ensure that the quality of education in Michigan is first rate.

3. Teacher Training

Research shows teacher quality is the number one factor that influences student performance. We need to focus on improving teacher quality in several areas. A 2007 report released by the National Council on Teacher Quality recommended the following:

· Require more preparation of middle school teachers in the subject they teach.

· Increase teacher evaluations.

· Require college students to demonstrate basic skills before entering a teacher preparation program.

· Establish stronger alternative routes to certification with more accountability.

· Reform merit pay.

· Grant permanent tenure only after a teacher has been teaching for five years.

· Judge the quality of teacher preparation programs by the quality of the teachers who graduate from their institution.

· Require teachers to earn more credits in math and science.

· Test teachers in how to impart knowledge.

· Test teacher candidates as to their knowledge of the science of teaching reading.

Such reform would go a long way toward ensuring our students are gaining the knowledge they need to keep up with students from other nations and compete in this global economy.
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