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Executive Summary*

Over the last 15 years, students in Florida have demonstrated remarkable improvements 
in average fourth- and eighth-grade reading and math scores on the National Assessment 
of Educational Progress, a standardized exam often referred to as “the nation’s report 
card.” Meanwhile, during the same period, the same NAEP test scores in Michigan have 
improved only slightly or not at all. This study examines both states’ results, describes 
the education policies that likely contributed to Florida’s success and suggests how 
Michigan could improve student achievement based on the Florida model.

Florida’s NAEP gains from 1992 to 2011 were the second-highest in the nation, yet 
they were achieved with the country’s lowest per-pupil spending increases. The contrast 
with Michigan is particularly stark. For example, from 1998 to 2011, Florida students’ 
average test scores increased by 9.1 percent in fourth-grade reading. In Michigan, these 
same scores increased by just 1.3 percent, and the national average increased by just  
3.4 percent. In fourth-grade math, Florida students improved their scores by 
11.2 percent from 1996 to 2011, while Michigan students improved by only 4.5 percent 
and the nation by 8.1 percent.  

Yet many people would have expected Michigan to post higher average test scores than 
Florida. Every year from 1990 to 2009, Michigan spent more per pupil than Florida 
and spent more compensating teachers. From 2000 to 2011, Michigan also had a 
smaller share of low-income students — that is, students whose family incomes were 
low enough to qualify for a federally subsidized free or reduced-price lunch. 

Florida outgained Michigan in eighth-grade NAEP scores, as well. Florida’s results in 
eighth-grade reading improved by only 3 percent from 1998 to 2011, but Michigan’s 
did not improve at all, and the national average increased by less than 1 percent. In 
eighth-grade math, Florida boosted average scores by 5.4 percent from 1996 to 2011, 
while Michigan inched up by just 1.2 percent, and the national average improved by  
5.2 percent. By 2009, Florida eighth-graders had passed Michigan in both subjects, 
though Florida fell slightly behind Michigan again in 2011. 

Similar trends hold when comparing the test scores of low-income students in both 
states. Altogether, then, Florida’s initial test scores were lower than Michigan’s in a total 
of eight different grade, subject and student family income categories, but rose quickly 
enough to pass Michigan’s by 2009. 

Immediately prior to and during Florida’s remarkable improvement, the state made 
substantial changes to the policies that govern its public education system. These 
included a new school accountability system, clear limits on social promotion, 
considerable expansions in the schools that parents could choose from, resources 

*   Citations are provided in the main text. 
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focused on literacy, and alternative routes to certification for aspiring teachers. Some 
of these policies have been rigorously studied and shown to have a positive impact on 
student achievement in Florida.

In light of Florida’s success, Michigan policymakers should consider the following 
reforms in this order:

1.	 Present voters with a proposal to remove Michigan’s constitutional prohibition 
on using tax credits to support the enrollment of students in private schools

2.	 Eliminate geographical boundaries to parents’ ability to choose from a variety 
of public school options, including online courses and online schools

3.	 Implement an easy-to-understand, A-through-F school accountability system 
that creates genuine rewards and consequences for schools — not districts — 
based on their performance

4.	 Expand the pool of capable teachers by increasing the ways in which aspiring 
teachers may become certified

5.	 Limit the ability of schools to socially promote third-graders who are not 
proficient in reading

6.	 Focus resources on teaching literacy.

Following the Florida model might not produce results quite as dramatic in Michigan, 
but even a modest portion of Florida’s gains would be significant. Many of the Sunshine 
State’s policies have a track record of success and provide a promising path for Michigan 
policymakers to follow.
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Introduction

Beginning about 15 years ago, Florida enacted several new policies aimed at improving 
its public school system. Among these were the following: Schools were held 
accountable to higher standards; reading skills were emphasized, especially in the early 
grades; and public funding enabled more parents to choose such options as online 
courses, private schools, charter schools and neighboring public schools.1 

Over the course of the following decade, Florida’s average student performance began 
to improve on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (generally considered 
the “nation’s report card”).2 In a 2012 study from Harvard University, Florida 
outperformed all other states but one, Maryland, on gains in how many students tested 
proficient on NAEP tests in reading, mathematics and science from 1992 to 2011.3 
Florida achieved this unusual record while registering, by far, the nation’s lowest 
increase in per-pupil operating expenditures.4

The following report will look closely at the gains made by Florida students over the 
last decade and compare them to the performance of students in Michigan. The report 
will also outline the Florida reforms that coincided with these achievement gains and 
use this analysis to weigh recommendations for Michigan’s public education system.

Conditions of Public Education in Michigan and Florida

This section provides a comparison of the two states’ K-12 public school systems using 
three common measures: total per-pupil public school expenditures, teacher pay, and 
socioeconomic status of the K-12 student population. These factors are frequently seen 
as important drivers of student achievement.5 They also provide context for the two 
states’ policies and test results, which are discussed later in the paper. 
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Total Per-Pupil Public School Expenditures

Michigan’s total per-pupil public school expenditures were consistently higher than 
Florida’s from 1990 to 2009 (for simplicity, school years are labeled with the calendar 
year in which a school year ended).* Michigan and Florida were quite similar in 1990, 
but by 1997, Michigan began to spend significantly more on average than Florida  
(see Graphic 1). In fact, the Great Lakes State spent at least 20 percent more per pupil 
in each year from 1997 to 2005, reaching a high of 42 percent more in 2003.† 

Graphic 1: Total K-12 Public School Expenditures Per Pupil  
in Michigan and Florida, 1990-2009*

School  
Year*

Florida Michigan
Percentage  
Difference

1990 $6,194 $6,284 1.5%

1991 $6,614 $6,767 2.3%

1992 $6,501 $7,270 11.8%

1993 $6,433 $7,680 19.4%

1994 $6,793 $7,739 13.9%

1995 $7,138 $7,949 11.4%

1996 $7,307 $8,198 12.2%

1997 $7,412 $8,914 20.3%

1998 $7,519 $9,327 24.0%

1999 $7,910 $9,937 25.6%

2000 $8,051 $10,693 32.8%

2001 $8,263 $10,947 32.5%

2002 $8,359 $11,627 39.1%

2003 $8,533 $12,118 42.0%

2004 $9,047 $12,170 34.5%

2005 $9,674 $12,438 28.6%

2006 $10,753 $12,629 17.4%

2007 $11,912 $12,807 7.5%

2008 $12,636 $12,905 2.1%

2009 $11,830 $13,282 12.3%

Source: Author’s calculations based on “Common Core of Data,” (National Center for Education  
Statistics; United States Department of Education), http://nces.ed.gov/ccd/ (accessed March 28, 2012).  
Note that these figures are not adjusted for inflation.    
* This study designates the school year with the calendar year in which that school year ended.  
Hence, the 1990 school year refers to the school year beginning in the fall of 1989 and ending in the spring of 1990. 

*   Total expenditures include employee compensation, purchased services, supplies, property, construction, community 
services and other programs, such as adult education. “The National Public Education Financial Survey Instruction 
Booklet,” (U.S. Department of Education: National Center for Education Statistics, 2007), 39, http://goo.gl/r1KBe (accessed 
May 31, 2013); “Common Core of Data,” (National Center for Education Statistics; United States Department of Education), 
http://nces.ed.gov/ccd/ (accessed March 28, 2012). 

†   Spending per pupil is based on “average daily attendance” data from the National Center for Education Statistics.  
ADA data are used throughout this study for per-pupil calculations.
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6  Author’s calculations based on 
“Common Core of Data,” (National 
Center for Education Statistics; United 
States Department of Education), 
http://nces.ed.gov/ccd/ (accessed 
March 28, 2012).

7  Author’s calculations based on ibid.

In Graphic 2, the data from Graphic 1 is plotted against trends for the nation as a whole. 
As the graphic shows, since 2003, the Sunshine State has increased per-pupil spending 
more rapidly than it had previously.6

Nevertheless, in 2009 (the latest year for which data are available), Michigan still spent 
12 percent more than Florida. Nationally in 2009, Michigan ranked 20th in total K-12 
public school expenditures per pupil, and Florida ranked 33rd.7

Graphic 2: Total K-12 Public School Expenditures Per Pupil in the  
United States, Michigan and Florida, 1990-2009
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Source: Author’s calculations based on “Common Core of Data,” (National Center for Education Statistics;  
United States Department of Education), http://nces.ed.gov/ccd/ (accessed March 28, 2012).  
Note: These figures are not adjusted for inflation.
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Spending on Teachers 

As shown in Graphic 3, average spending* on K-12 teachers and other instructional 
employees† in Michigan also exceeded that of Florida. In 2009, Michigan spent 
$76,022 in total compensation per full-time equivalent instructional employee 
— 40  percent more than Florida’s average of $54,136. In fact, from 1990 to 
2009, Michigan spent at least 25 percent more compensating teachers and other 
instructional employees every year.

Graphic 3: Salary and Benefit Expenditures Per Full-Time Equivalent  
K-12 Instructional Employee in Michigan and Florida, 1990-2009

School 
Year

Florida Michigan
Percentage  
Difference

1990 $34,277 $47,834 39.5%

1991 $36,403 $50,931 39.9%

1992 $37,086 $52,260 40.9%

1993 $38,919 $54,811 40.8%

1994 $40,277 $58,120 44.3%

1995 $42,924 $62,789 46.3%

1996 $42,611 $63,327 48.6%

1997 $42,138 $61,001 44.8%

1998 $43,008 $59,472 38.3%

1999 $44,217 $59,730 35.1%

2000 $43,332 $62,564 44.4%

2001 $45,970 $62,824 36.7%

2002 $46,757 $63,541 35.9%

2003 $47,702 $73,309 53.7%

2004 $49,778 $68,800 38.2%

2005 $50,205 $68,047 35.5%

2006 $54,513 $70,652 29.6%

2007 $58,379 $72,863 24.8%

2008 $54,028 $74,229 37.4%

2009 $54,136 $76,022 40.4%

Source: Author’s calculations based on “Common Core of Data,” (National Center for  
Education Statistics; United States Department of Education), http://nces.ed.gov/ccd/  
(accessed March 28, 2012). Note that these figures are not adjusted for inflation.    

*   Compensation includes both salary and fringe benefits. Salaries include gross base salaries plus additional pay 
for “coaching, supervising extracurricular activities, bus supervision, and summer school teaching.” Benefits include 
“group insurance (including health benefits for current and retired employees), social security contributions, retirement 
contributions, tuition reimbursements, unemployment compensation, worker’s compensation, and other benefits such as 
unused sick leave.” “The National Public Education Financial Survey Instruction Booklet,” (U.S. Department of Education: 
National Center for Education Statistics, 2007), 43-44, http://goo.gl/r1KBe (accessed May 31, 2013).

†   Instructional employees are composed of teachers and instructional aides. A teacher is defined as a “professional school 
staff member who instructs students in prekindergarten, kindergarten, grades 1-12, or ungraded classes and maintains 
daily student attendance records.” Instructional aides are paid “staff assigned to assist a teacher with routine activities 
associated with teaching (i.e., activities requiring minor decisions regarding students), such as monitoring, conducting 
rote exercises, operating equipment, and clerking.” Chen-Su Chen, Jennifer Sable, and Amber M. Noel, “Documentation 
to the Common Core of Data State Nonfiscal Survey of Public Elementary/Secondary Education: School Year 2009-10,” 
(U.S. Department of Education: National Center for Education Statistics, 2011), C-8, C-15, http://goo.gl/h55KE (accessed 
May 31, 2013).  

Michigan vs. Florida: Student Achievement, Education Policies and Proposals for Reform	 4

Mackinac Center for Public Policy



8  Author’s calculations based on 
“Common Core of Data,” (National 
Center for Education Statistics; United 
States Department of Education), 
http://nces.ed.gov/ccd/ (accessed 
March 28, 2012).

9  For more information about this 
program, see “National School Lunch 
Program,” (United States Department 
of Agriculture), http://goo.gl/7YtpI 
(accessed May 31, 2013).

During this period, money spent compensating teachers in Michigan was consistently 
above the national average, while money spent compensating teachers in Florida was 
consistently below the national average (see Graphic 4). Michigan ranked 15th in the 
nation by this measure in 2009, while Florida ranked 43rd.8 This disparity remains 
even after adjusting for differences between the two states’ costs of living.*

Graphic 4: Salary and Benefit Expenditures Per Full-Time Equivalent K-12  
Instructional Employee in the United States, Michigan and Florida, 1990-2009
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Source: Author’s calculations based on “Common Core of Data,” (National Center for Education Statistics;  
United States Department of Education), http://nces.ed.gov/ccd/ (accessed March 28, 2012).

Socioeconomic Status of K-12 Student Population

Education research has consistently demonstrated that students’ socioeconomic 
status is correlated with their performance on standardized tests.† The percentage of 
students who qualify for the National School Lunch Program is a common measure 
of a group’s socioeconomic status, since eligibility for the program is based on the 
household income of a student’s parents or guardians.9 Qualifying students receive a 
federally subsidized free or reduced-price lunch. 

*   Interstate cost-of-living comparisons involve numerous technical challenges. Methods and indices are not standardized 
within the economics profession. Nevertheless, the author accounted for cost-of-living differences between Michigan and 
Florida using data derived from William D. Berry, Richard C. Fording, and Russell L. Hanson, “An Annual Cost of Living 
Index for American States, 1960-1995,” The Journal of Politics, vol. 62, no. 2 (Blackwell Publishers, 2000), http://goo.gl/
bx09W (accessed May 1, 2013). After these adjustments, Michigan still clearly spent more compensating teachers.

†   The first major study to demonstrate this relationship dates back to 1966. See James S. Coleman et al., Equality of 
Educational Opportunity (Washington, D.C.: United States Government Printing Office for the National Center for Education 
Statistics, 1966).
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In 2000, the earliest year for which standardized national data are available that include 
both Michigan and Florida, 44.3 percent of Florida students were NSLP-eligible, while 
only 29.3  percent of Michigan students were (see Graphic 5). Michigan’s portion of 
NSLP-eligible students increased more rapidly than Florida’s from 2000 to 2011, but the 
Sunshine State still maintained a higher proportion of qualifying students in 2011, the 
latest year for which data are available: 56.0 percent, compared to Michigan’s 45.4 percent.*

Graphic 5: Percentage of Students Qualifying for the National  
School Lunch Program in Michigan and Florida, 2000-2011

School 
Year

Michigan Florida
Percentage  
Difference

2000 29.31% 44.26% 51.0%

2001 29.29% 44.32% 51.3%

2002 31.03% 44.62% 43.8%

2003 30.98% 45.23% 46.0%

2004 32.45% 45.98% 41.7%

2005 33.39% 47.36% 41.8%

2006 35.01% 45.77% 30.7%

2007 35.98% 45.20% 25.6%

2008 37.05% 45.58% 23.0%

2009 41.07% 49.57% 20.7%

2010 44.94% 53.46% 19.0%

2011 45.35% 55.97% 23.4%

Source: Author’s calculations based on “Common Core of Data,” (National Center for Education Statistics;  
United States Department of Education), http://nces.ed.gov/ccd/ (accessed March 28, 2012).   

Throughout the last decade, as Graphic 6 shows, the proportion of Florida students who 
were NSLP-eligible was greater than not only that of Michigan, but also that of the United 
States as a whole. Nationally, 47.6 percent of students were NSLP-eligible in 2011. 

Graphic 6: Percentage of Students Qualifying for the National School Lunch  
Program in the United States, Michigan and Florida, 2000-2011

33.93%
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Florida
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Source: Author’s calculations based on “Common Core of Data,” (National Center for Education Statistics;  
United States Department of Education), http://nces.ed.gov/ccd/ (accessed March 28, 2012).   

*   Note that Florida’s student population had a lower socioeconomic profile in every way when measured by NSLP 
eligibility. In each year from 2000 to 2011, Florida had a higher percentage of students qualifying for a free lunch; in each 
year from 2000 to 2011, Florida had a higher percentage of students qualifying for a reduced-price lunch. 
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Student Achievement in Michigan and Florida

The foregoing data indicate that on average, Michigan schools spent more per pupil, 
compensated each teacher more and enrolled fewer children from low-income 
families than Florida schools did. The following analysis compares the achievement of 
Michigan’s students to that of Florida’s over the past 10 to 15 years. 

To compare the achievement of Michigan’s and Florida’s school systems, this report 
uses scores on the National Assessment of Educational Progress’s math and reading 
tests* for fourth- and eighth-grade students from 1996 to 2011 — in other words, from 
the mid-1990s, when Florida began its reforms, until the most recent year for which 
the relevant NAEP data are available.† The report also presents the national average for 
these tests to provide context.‡ 

Note that NAEP provides state-level assessments in other subjects, such as economics, 
geography, science and writing. NAEP tests 12th-graders periodically as well. The 
present analysis is limited to reading and math, however, because these are the most 
consistently tested subjects,§ and because since 2002, the federal government’s No 
Child Left Behind Act has required all states to participate in NAEP biennially in both 
reading and math for fourth and eighth grades.¶ 

*   Representative samples of students from all 50 states take the same NAEP tests, and this provides a baseline for 
comparison among them. NAEP began conducting state-level assessments in 1990. For more information, see  
“About State NAEP,” (U.S. Department of Education: National Center for Education Statistics, 2010), http://goo.gl/yXL7H 
(accessed May 31, 2013). NAEP scores in math and reading are based on a 0 to 500 point scale. Ten scale score points on 
a NAEP exam translate to roughly one grade level worth of additional learning. For instance, the average 2009 NAEP math 
score was 240 for U.S. fourth-graders and 283 for U.S. eighth-graders — a difference of 43 points. For more information, 
see “What Does the NAEP Mathematics Assessment Measure?,” (National Center for Education Statistics, 2011),  
http://goo.gl/J88a8 (accessed May 31, 2013); Matthew Ladner, “Lessons for Tennessee from Florida’s Education 
Revolution,” (The Foundation for Educational Choice, 2011), 3, http://goo.gl/PZuaZ (accessed May 31, 2013). 

NAEP also places student scores in four categories: below basic, basic, proficient and advanced. The performance of 
Michigan and Florida relative to these categories is discussed briefly in “Comparing the Conditions and the Results.”

†   A small number of the pre-2002 NAEP scores reported below result from tests that did not permit accommodations for 
students with special needs. The author used scores from tests that permitted accommodations whenever possible.  

‡   Scores from NAEP’s “national public” dataset are used to represent the national average. Since state data provided by 
NAEP is from public school students only, this is the best comparative data. Scores from Florida and Michigan contribute to 
this national average score. “National Assessment of Educational Progress: Frequently Asked Questions,” (National Center 
for Education Statistics; United States Department of Education, 2012), http://goo.gl/Lp9oz (accessed March 19, 2013). 

§   NAEP did not administer tests in these subjects every year in every state — in fact, participation in NAEP used to be 
entirely voluntary — so data are not available in each year over this time period. “NAEP: Measuring Student Progress  
Since 1964,” (U.S. Department of Education: National Center for Education Statistics, 2011), http://goo.gl/cRdTP  
(accessed May 31, 2013).

¶   Technically, only states that accepted certain types of federal funding (Title I) are required to administer the NAEP 
reading and math tests to fourth- and eighth-graders every two years, but all states accept Title I funding, so they all 
administer these NAEP tests. Participation in other subjects remains truly voluntary. “Important Aspects of No Child  
Left Behind Relevant to NAEP,” (U.S. Department of Education: National Center for Education Statistics, 2005),  
http://goo.gl/gSsoi (accessed May 31, 2013); “About State NAEP,” (U.S. Department of Education: National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2010), http://goo.gl/yXL7H (accessed May 31, 2013).
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Given the statistical relationship between a student population’s socioeconomic status 
and its average performance on standardized tests, this report analyzes the average 
score both for all students and for only those students qualifying for a free or reduced-
price lunch through the National School Lunch Program. 

Fourth-Grade Reading

From 1998 to 2011, Michigan’s average NAEP fourth-grade reading score for all 
students rose slightly from 216.0 to 218.9, an increase of 1.3 percent.* This change, 
however, was not statistically significant. 

Over the same period, Florida’s average NAEP fourth-grade reading score leapt from 
205.7 to 224.5, a 9.1 percent improvement. This increase was statistically significant 
and allowed Florida to easily surpass Michigan’s average score (see Graphic 7). The 
national average over this period showed some growth, rising from 212.8 to 220.0,  
a statistically significant 3.4 percent increase.†

Graphic 7: Average NAEP Fourth-Grade Reading Scores in the United States,  
Michigan and Florida, All Students, 1998-2011
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Source: “NAEP Data Explorer: Main NDE,” (National Center for Education Statistics; United States Department of Education),  
http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/naepdata/ (accessed March 21, 2013). 

*   NAEP typically publishes its scores as whole numbers, but its downloadable spreadsheets provide scores to 12 decimal 
places. These precise spreadsheet values were used for the percentage calculations in the main text, so the percentages may 
not always agree perfectly with the percentage differences in the scores — rounded to a single decimal place — in the main text. 

It should also be noted that because NAEP tests are administered to only a representative sample of the students in a 
state, the National Center for Education Statistics produces a standard error for the scores. For example, the standard 
error for fourth-grade reading was 1.16 in Michigan, 1.12 in Florida and 0.3 in the nation as a whole. “The NAEP Glossary 
of Terms,” (National Center for Education Statistics, 2011), http://goo.gl/k1wMt (accessed April 30, 2013); “Cautions in 
Interpreting NAEP Results,” (National Center for Education Statistics, 2010), http://goo.gl/D6vZY (accessed April 30, 2013).

†   The statistical significance of a change in test scores is determined by NCES at the 0.5 level. “NAEP Data Explorer: 
Main NDE”, (National Center for Education Statistics; United States Department of Education), http://nces.ed.gov/
nationsreportcard/naepdata/ (accessed March 21, 2013). The NCES’ calculations of statistical significance account for the 
standard errors in NAEP test scores (see previous footnote). “Cautions in Interpreting NAEP Results,” (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2010), http://goo.gl/D6vZY (accessed April 30, 2013).
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The average NAEP fourth-grade reading score for lower-income students in Michigan 
increased from 200.2 in 1998 to 204.5 in 2011, a 2.2  percent increase that was not 
statistically significant. Florida’s average for lower-income students showed much 
more improvement, growing from 190.4 to 215.9 over this period — a statistically 
significant 13.4  percent increase (see Graphic 8). In reading, then, Florida’s lower-
income fourth-graders improved at six times the rate of their peers in Michigan and 
scored well above them by 2011. In fact, the average score for lower-income students in 
Florida was only 1.4 percent below the average for all fourth-grade Michigan students 
in 2011. The national average for lower-income students in fourth-grade reading on 
the NAEP improved from 195.4 in 1998 to 206.9 in 2011, a statistically significant 
5.9 percent increase.

Graphic 8: Average NAEP Fourth-Grade Reading Scores in the United States, Michigan 
and Florida, Students Qualifying for the National School Lunch Program, 1998-2011
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Source: “NAEP Data Explorer: Main NDE,” (National Center for Education Statistics; United States Department of Education),  
http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/naepdata/ (accessed March 21, 2013). 
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Fourth-Grade Mathematics

In fourth-grade math, average scores increased to a statistically significant degree for 
Michigan, Florida and the nation as a whole from 1996 to 2011. Florida’s gains, however, 
outpaced both the nation’s average and Michigan’s. In 1996, the average NAEP score in 
fourth-grade math for all students in Michigan was 226.3. This improved to 236.4 by 
2011, a 4.5 percent increase. Over the same period, Florida’s scores grew from 215.8 
to 239.8, surpassing Michigan’s and producing growth of 11.2 percent, more than two 
times that of the Great Lakes State (see Graphic 9). Scores increased nationally from 
222.0 in 1996 to 240.1 in 2011, an 8.1 percent rise.

Graphic 9: Average NAEP Fourth-Grade Math Scores in the United States,  
Michigan and Florida, All Students, 1996-2011
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Source: “NAEP Data Explorer: Main NDE,” (National Center for Education Statistics; United States Department of Education),  
http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/naepdata/ (accessed March 21, 2013). 

Average fourth-grade math scores for lower-income students in Michigan grew from 
210.0 in 1996 to 223.7 in 2011. This increase represents a statistically significant 
6.6 percent gain, the largest improvement seen in this study for Michigan students. 
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Nevertheless, the Sunshine State’s average fourth-grade math score for lower-income 
students improved even more — from 203.5 in 1996 to 232.3 in 2011, a statistically 
significant increase of 14.2 percent. The national average increased less than Florida’s, 
but more than Michigan’s, climbing from 206.6 to 229.2 — a statistically significant 
10.9  percent improvement. Ultimately, in 2011, Florida’s average fourth-grade 
math score for lower-income students surpassed both Michigan’s and the nation’s  
(see Graphic 10).

Graphic 10: Average NAEP Fourth-Grade Math Scores in the United  
States, Michigan and Florida, Students Qualifying for the National School  
Lunch Program, 1996-2011
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Source: “NAEP Data Explorer: Main NDE,” (National Center for Education Statistics; United States Department of Education),  
http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/naepdata/ (accessed March 21, 2013). 
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Eighth-Grade Reading

Average eighth-grade reading scores fluctuated more for both Michigan and Florida. 
From 2002 to 2011, Michigan’s average eighth-grade reading score on the NAEP for all 
students did not change in a statistically significant way, moving from 264.7 to 265.2.* 
The average for all Florida students from 1998 to 2011, meanwhile, increased from 
254.5 to 262.1, a 3.0 percent increase that was statistically significant. Nationally, the 
average eighth-grade reading score of 263.6 in 2011 was a new high, and although 
it represented a statistically significant increase from 260.7 in 1998, it was up only  
1.1 percent. Florida moved closer to the national average by 2011, yet still wound up 
lower than Michigan and the nation (see Graphic 11). 

Graphic 11: Average NAEP Eighth-Grade Reading Scores in the United States,  
Michigan and Florida, All Students, 1998-2011
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Source: “NAEP Data Explorer: Main NDE,” (National Center for Education Statistics; United States Department of Education),  
http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/naepdata/ (accessed March 21, 2013). 

Average eighth-grade reading scores for lower-income students declined somewhat in 
Michigan. Scores dropped from 256.7 in 2002 to 243.7 in 2007, but then rebounded 
to 253.3 in 2011 — a 1.3  percent net decrease that was statistically insignificant.† 
Florida lower-income students made statistically significant gains, however — average 
scores grew from 240.7 in 1998 to 253.5 in 2011, a 5.3 percent improvement, ranking 
it above Michigan and the national average (see Graphic 12). The national average 
from 1998 to 2011 increased from 244.9 to 251.4, a 2.7  percent gain that was also 
statistically significant.

*   Michigan did not participate in the NAEP eighth-grade reading test in 1998.

†   See previous footnote.

Michigan vs. Florida: Student Achievement, Education Policies and Proposals for Reform	 12

Mackinac Center for Public Policy



Graphic 12: Average NAEP Eighth-Grade Reading Scores in the United States, Michigan 
and Florida, Students Qualifying for the National School Lunch Program, 1998-2011
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Source: “NAEP Data Explorer: Main NDE,” (National Center for Education Statistics; United States Department of Education),  
http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/naepdata/ (accessed March 21, 2013). 

Eighth-Grade Mathematics

With eighth-grade math students, Michigan’s performance differed from both that 
of Florida and the nation as a whole. From 1996 to 2011, Michigan’s score grew only 
slightly, starting at 276.9 and increasing to 280.2, a statistically insignificant 1.2 percent 
increase. Florida’s average score grew from 263.6 to 277.8, a 5.4 percent increase that 
was statistically significant (see Graphic 13). The national average went from 268.8 to 
282.7, a statistically significant 5.2 percent increase.

Average NAEP Eighth-Grade Math Scores in the United States,  
Michigan and Florida, All Students, 1996-2011
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Among lower-income students on the NAEP eighth-grade math test, Michigan fared 
slightly better than it did among all students, though Florida still outshone the Great 
Lakes State. Michigan’s average math test score for lower-income eighth-grade students 
rose from 257.0 in 1996 to 265.6 in 2011, a statistically significant 3.3 percent increase. 
Florida’s average lower-income student test score in math jumped from 247.9 to 266.9, 
a statistically significant 7.7 percent improvement (see Graphic 14). Nationally, the 
average lower-income eighth-grade math score improved from 250.1 in 1996 to 269.0 
in 2011, a statistically significant 7.6 percent increase. 

Graphic 14: Average NAEP Eighth-Grade Math Scores in the United States, Michigan and 
Florida, Students Qualifying for the National School Lunch Program, 1996-2011
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Source: “NAEP Data Explorer: Main NDE,” (National Center for Education Statistics; United States Department of Education),  
http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/naepdata/ (accessed March 21, 2013). 

Comparing the Conditions and the Results

Given the conditions of education in Florida and Michigan, one might reasonably have 
expected Michigan students to outperform those in Florida. Michigan spent more 
money per pupil, paid its teachers more on average and had a smaller percentage of 
lower-income students. Michigan schools could theoretically devote more resources 
to student learning, attract and retain better instructional personnel, and — all other 
things being equal — expect better average exam scores.*

*   Admittedly, the statistics on total expenditures, spending on teacher compensation and NSLP eligibility represent all 
grades, K-12, not just the fourth and eighth grades. There is little reason to suspect, however, that the differences observed 
across the systems between Michigan and Florida wouldn’t exist in roughly equal measure in the fourth- and eighth-grades. 
In addition, test results in the fourth and eighth grades indicate much more than just the conditions of education that exist 
in those two grades alone. Eighth-grade test scores, for instance, partly measure the educational system’s performance 
for the preceding grades, K-7, and they may be affected by the socioeconomic status of students in the later grades. Thus, 
data on spending and socioeconomic conditions for the K-12 school systems reflect the conditions experienced by the 
students who took these tests, even if the spending, teacher compensation or socioeconomic status of the test takers at 
those two grade levels happen to diverge somewhat from the systems as a whole. 
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Yet Florida’s average scores for all fourth- and eighth-grade students improved at a 
faster rate over the period in both reading and math than they did nationally and in 
Michigan.* This was true for Florida’s lower-income students as well.

Further, evidence suggests that Florida’s growth in average test scores was due to 
students at all levels improving. In other words, Florida’s improvements cannot be 
solely explained by increases in test scores among just the lowest-performing students. 
In all four of the subject tests analyzed above, a larger share of Florida students were 
deemed “advanced” and “proficient” and a smaller share were “below basic” in 2011 
than in 1998 or 1996 (depending on which data were available for each subject test).10 
Florida’s rising tide seems to have lifted all boats. 

Additionally, in each of the eight areas reviewed above, Florida trailed Michigan’s 
average scores more than a decade ago, but surpassed Michigan’s in 2009. Although 
Florida did not retain that advantage in every category in 2011, Florida still topped 
Michigan in six of the eight (see Graphic 15). 

Graphic 15: Florida vs. Michigan on Fourth- and Eighth-Grade  
NAEP Math and Reading Scores, 1996-2011

Subject
Higher Score in 

Initial Year*
Higher Score in 

2011

Above National 
Average in 2011 for 

Similar Group

Greater 
Percentage 

Increase

Fourth-Grade Reading Michigan Florida Florida Florida

Fourth-Grade Reading  
NSLP-Eligible

Michigan Florida Florida Florida

Eighth-Grade Reading Michigan Michigan Michigan Florida

Eighth-Grade Reading  
NSLP-Eligible

Michigan Florida
Florida 

Michigan
Florida

Fourth-Grade Math Michigan Florida — Florida

Fourth-Grade Math  
NSLP-Eligible

Michigan Florida Florida Florida

Eighth-Grade Math Michigan Michigan — Florida

Eighth-Grade Math 
NSLP-Eligible

Michigan Florida — Florida

Source: Author’s summary of findings in “Student Achievement in Michigan and Florida.” 
*The first recent year in which the two states had comparable tests was 1996, 1998 or 2002. Fourth- and eighth-grade math results were 
comparable in 1996; fourth-grade reading results were comparable in 1998; and eighth-grade reading results were comparable in 2002.

*   The reader may notice that while Michigan’s annual total per-pupil spending was always higher than Florida’s, Florida’s 
increased more quickly than Michigan’s from about 2003 to 2008, a period in which Florida’s test scores also rose quickly. 
Is it possible that these spending increases were primarily responsible for Florida’s rising scores?

This seems unlikely. Many of Florida’s scores began to improve before these larger annual spending increases. In addition, 
Michigan had similar spending increases from 1996 to 2000, but did not see rapid gains in NAEP scores. 

There is a considerable research literature investigating a possible relationship between education spending and student 
achievement. The overwhelming consensus is that there is little, if any, correlation between the two. Eric Hanushek, 
“Assessing the Effects of School Resources on Student Performance: An Update,” Educational Evaluation and Policy 
Analysis, vol. 19, no. 2 (1997) http://goo.gl/cuUEL (accessed June 4, 2013). Moreover, an absence of correlation between 
spending increases and NAEP scores has been demonstrated using data from 41 states for roughly the period studied 
here. Hanushek, Peterson, and Woessmann, “Achievement Growth: International and U.S. State Trends in Student 
Performance,” (Program on Education Policy and Governance; Harvard University and Education Next, 2012), 17-18,  
http://goo.gl/tw5Wy (accessed March 21, 2013). 

10  “The Nation’s Report Card: 
Reading 2011 State Snapshot Report: 
Florida, Grade 8, Public Schools,”  
(U.S. Department of Education, 
Institute of Education Sciences, 
National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2011),  
http://goo.gl/CZBAM (accessed 
April 30, 2013); “The Nation’s 
Report Card: Reading 2011 State 
Snapshot Report: Florida, Grade 4, 
Public Schools,” (U.S. Department 
of Education, Institute of Education 
Sciences, National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2011),  
http://goo.gl/5i8Zy (accessed April 30, 
2013); “The Nation’s Report Card: 
Mathematics 2011 State Snapshot 
Report: Florida, Grade 8, Public 
Schools,” (U.S. Department of 
Education, Institute of Education 
Sciences, National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2011),  
http://goo.gl/tHrCS (accessed April 30, 
2013); “The Nation’s Report Card: 
Mathematics 2011 State Snapshot 
Report: Florida, Grade 4, Public 
Schools,” (U.S. Department of 
Education, Institute of Education 
Sciences, National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2011),  
http://goo.gl/Y5kzM (accessed 
April 30, 2013).
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On the whole, Florida’s performance is striking.* If spending and socioeconomic 
factors cannot explain it, perhaps Florida’s success lies in the way the money was spent. 
In other words, the difference between the two states may lie in differences between 
their education policies. 

The Florida Reforms

Florida initiated significant education reforms beginning in the mid-1990s. Additional 
reforms were rolled out in subsequent years. The following sections briefly describe 
these new policies. 

School Accountability

Florida implemented a new school accountability system in 1998 called the “A-Plus 
Program.”11 This system assigns letter grades, A through F, to individual schools to signal 
how well their students are performing on the Florida Comprehensive Assessment 
Test, a state-sponsored standardized test.12 Students in grades three through 10 take 
FCAT tests every year in reading and math and periodically in writing and science.13 

Schools that performed well received financial rewards directly from the state.† 
Florida schools that improve by a letter grade or maintain an A were rewarded with an 
additional $75 per student.14 Although schools that received a D or an F were provided 
additional funding,‡ schools that consistently received poor grades faced consequences. 
For example, if a school receives an F or three D’s in a row, parents of children in that 
school are given the right to transfer their children to another public school of their 

*   Indeed, in terms of NAEP test gains per additional dollar of operational education spending, Florida led every other state 
by far from 1990 to 2008. Florida’s gains were second only to Maryland, which increased education spending by much 
more; in fact, Florida’s operational education spending increases over the period were the lowest in the nation. Hanushek, 
Peterson, and Woessmann, “Achievement Growth: International and U.S. State Trends in Student Performance,”  
(Program on Education Policy and Governance; Harvard University and Education Next, 2012), 18, Figure 9, http://goo.gl/
tw5Wy (accessed March 21, 2013); Eric Hanushek, email correspondence with education policy director Michael Van Beek, 
Mackinac Center for Public Policy, April 24, 2013. 

It should be noted that in this study by Hanushek, Peterson and Woessmann, the authors state, “Michigan, Indiana, Idaho, 
North Carolina, Colorado, and Florida made the most achievement gains for every incremental dollar spent over the 
past two decades.” Hanushek, Peterson, and Woessmann, “Achievement Growth: International and U.S. State Trends in 
Student Performance,” (Program on Education Policy and Governance; Harvard University and Education Next, 2012), 
17, http://goo.gl/tw5Wy (accessed March 21, 2013). Their own data do not seem to support this conclusion for Michigan, 
Indiana and Idaho, however. Rather, the states with the highest NAEP test score gains per additional dollar of operating 
expenditures were Florida, Colorado, North Carolina, California and Texas. Michigan’s, Indiana’s and Idaho’s gains per 
additional dollar were only modestly above the median. Author’s calculations based on Hanushek, email correspondence 
with Michael Van Beek, April 24, 2013.

†   Fla. Stat. § 1008.36. Note that education funding is usually sent to a school district, rather than a school. See, for 
instance, Ryan S. Olson and Michael D. LaFaive, “A Michigan School Money Primer for Policymakers, School Officials, 
Media and Residents,” (Mackinac Center for Public Policy, 2007), 4, http://goo.gl/e4B78 (accessed June 4, 2013).  
This point is discussed in more detail in section “Lessons for Michigan: 3. School Accountability” below. 

‡   The added resources to these schools do not seem to have made a large impact on these schools ability to improve. 
Jay P. Greene, “The Looming Shadow,” Education Next, vol. 1, no. 4, (Hoover Institution, 2001), http://goo.gl/rkqM6 
(accessed April 3, 2013).

11  Greene, “An Evaluation of the 
Florida A-Plus Accountability and 
School Choice Program,” (Program on 
Education Policy and Governance at 
Harvard University, 2001), 1,  
http://goo.gl/8gI5b (accessed  
May 31, 2013).

12  Matthew Ladner and Dan 
Lips, “Demography as Destiny?,” 
Education Next, vol. 9, no. 3,  
(Hoover Institution, 2009): 25,  
http://goo.gl/hPEbS (accessed 
May 31, 2013). 

13  “Florida Comprehensive 
Assessment Test: Test Design 
Summary,” (Florida Department of 
Education, 2009), 1, http://goo.gl/
suTXQ (accessed March 15, 2013).

14  Matthew Ladner and  
Lindsey M. Burke, “Closing the  
Racial Achievement Gap: Learning 
from Florida’s Reforms,” (The 
Heritage Foundation, 2010), 10,  
http://goo.gl/2qDlu (accessed  
May 31, 2013).
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choice, such as a charter public school, an in-district public school or an out-of-district 
public school.* 

Further, schools consistently earning an F may have to implement state-imposed 
reforms, including executing a state-approved “turnaround plan,” contracting with 
a management company to operate the school or converting to a charter school.15 
All schools marked with an F for a single year or a D for three consecutive years 
are subject to site visits by state-appointed “community assessment teams,” which 
make recommendations for improvement to the district governing board that 
controls the school.16

The A-Plus Program’s grading formula has encouraged schools to focus on improving 
the performance of their lowest-achieving students. For most years since 1999 (the 
first year letter grades were assigned), grades have been a weighted average of three 
elements of the school’s performance on the Florida Comprehensive Assessment 
Test: average achievement on the FCAT in all subjects for all students (50 percent); 
individual learning gains on the FCAT in reading and math for all students (25 percent); 
and individual achievement growth on the FCAT in reading and math for students 
in the lowest quartile of achievement (25  percent).† Schools that boost the math 
and reading achievement of their lowest-performing students (and all schools have a 
lowest quartile), have the best chance of improving their overall performance, since 
achievement scores for these students affect all three categories.

School Choice

Beginning in the 1990s, Florida made it easier for parents to choose schools outside 
their school district. The Florida Department of Education boasts that the state “leads 
the nation in school choice options.”17 About 780,881 students — 29  percent of all 
K-12 public school students — in the Sunshine State attended a public school through 
one of the state’s school choice programs in 2012.18 

*   Fla. Stat. § 1002.38. Initially, students attending schools that received an F for two out of four years qualified for a 
voucher that would pay for part or all of the tuition costs at a private school or other costs associated with attending 
a different, higher-rated public school. In 2006, the Florida Supreme Court ruled that the voucher for private school 
tuition (though not public school costs) was unconstitutional. “Opportunity Scholarship Program,” (Florida Department of 
Education), http://goo.gl/sLkTw (accessed March 22, 2013). For more information, see Sam Dillon, “Florida Supreme Court 
Blocks School Vouchers,” The New York Times, Jan. 6, 2006, http://goo.gl/tCyOl (accessed May 31, 2013). 

†   “Grading Florida’s Public Schools 2012,” (Florida Department of Education, 2012), http://goo.gl/inujX (accessed  
May 17, 2013). See also Fla. Stat. § 1008.34 (3)(b) and “2012 Guide to Calculating School Grades: Technical Assistance 
Paper,” (Florida Department of Education, 2012), 9-14, http://goo.gl/iRpGs (accessed March 20, 2013). Beginning in the 
2009-2010 school year, only 50 percent of a high school’s grade was based on this formula. The other 50 percent of a 
high school’s grade is now based on other factors including overall graduation rates, participation in Advanced Placement, 
International Baccalaureate and “dual enrollment” courses, SAT and ACT scores, graduation rate of “at-risk” students 
and “standardized end-of-course assessments.” Fla. Stat. § 1008.34(3)(b)3. Beginning in the 2010-2011 school year, 
“standardized end-of-course assessments” for certain grades were also used in the school grading formula.  
Fla. Stat. § 1008.22(3)(c)2.a. Beginning in the 2011-2012 school year, grades for middle schools were based on 
performance (based on standardized end-of-year assessments) and participation in “high school level courses,” and 
“students’ attainment of national industry certification.” Fla. Stat. § 1008.34(3)(b)3.

15  Fla. Stat. § 1008.33(4)-(5).

 
16  Fla. Stat. § 1008.345(6)(d). 

 
17  “School Choice Options,” (Florida 
Department of Education, 2012), 1, 
http://goo.gl/lfjz2 (accessed March 20, 
2013).

18  Ibid.
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Under Florida’s “controlled open enrollment” policy, parents can choose to enroll their 
children in an in-district public school other than the one assigned to them based on 
where they live. Whether parents will have this intradistrict choice is ultimately up to 
local school boards, but 75 percent of districts do allow for this type of parental choice. 
About 11 percent of Florida students took advantage of this policy.19

Parents in Florida can also choose from a number of charter schools. Charter schools 
are authorized (“chartered”) by local school districts* and funded by the state, but often 
managed independently under a performance contract. The first five charter schools 
opened in Florida in 1996, and over the course of the next five years, the number 
increased dramatically, reaching 201 by 2002.20 Between 2002 and 2012, the number 
of Florida charter schools more than doubled, increasing to 518,21 while enrollment 
in charter schools more than quadrupled, rising from 40,465 to 179,940 — about 
7 percent of Florida’s total K-12 public school enrollment.22

Florida also enabled students to use publicly financed vouchers to attend private 
schools. From 2002 to 2006, students in schools that received two consecutive F’s 
under the A-Plus Program were eligible to receive a voucher to pay for private school 
tuition.† Since 2000, the state-managed McKay Scholarship Program has also enabled 
parents of students with disabilities to obtain vouchers to send their children to 
a private school of their choice.23 The McKay program served 23,011 children with 
special needs during the 2012-2013 school year alone.24

Parents whose students qualify for a free or reduced-price lunch under the National 
School Lunch Program can also apply for private school scholarships funded by Florida 
corporations under a state tax credit program. The Florida Tax Credit Scholarship 
Program was started in 2001 and provides corporations with a dollar-for-dollar tax 
credit for the money they donate to “Scholarship-Funding Organizations,” which in 
turn finance the private school scholarships.25 Enrollment in this program has nearly 
tripled since 2007.26 Now, the tax credit program serves nearly 51,000 low-income 
students.27 

Florida also makes a number of online learning options available. Florida Virtual 
School, which opened in 1997 and primarily supplements course offerings available 
through local school districts, leads the country in the number of course enrollments 
for a state-run virtual school with 259,928 in 2011.28 In 2001, districts were able to set 
up franchises of FLVS and enroll students full-time in online learning environments. 

*   A decision to deny a charter school application by a local school board may be appealed to the Florida State Board of 
Education, which can force a local school board to accept the charter. Fla. Stat. § 1002.33(6)(c). State universities and a 
“Florida College System institution” may also authorize certain types of charter schools. Fla. Stat. § 1002.33(5)(a)2-4.

†   In 2006, the Florida Supreme Court ruled in Bush v. Holmes that providing vouchers for private schools for these 
students violated the state’s constitution. Greg Forster, “Lost Opportunity: An Empirical Analysis of How Vouchers Affected 
Florida Public Schools,” (Friedman Foundation for Educational Choice, Foundation for Excellence in Education, The James 
Madison Institute, 2008), 11-12, http://goo.gl/d4dxt (accessed May 16, 2013).

19  “School Choice Options,”  
(Florida Department of Education, 
2012), http://goo.gl/lfjz2 (accessed 
March 20, 2013).

20  “Charter Schools Program,” 
(Florida Department of Education, 
2013), http://goo.gl/m8N5w (accessed 
March 20, 2013).

21  Ibid.

22  Ibid., 1-2; “School Choice Options,” 
(Florida Department of Education, 
2012), http://goo.gl/lfjz2 (accessed 
March 20, 2013); “Charter Schools 
Program,” (Florida Department of 
Education, 2011), http://goo.gl/F6czA 
(accessed May 17, 2013).

23  Jay P. Greene and Greg Forster, 
“Vouchers for Special Education 
Students: An Evaluation of Florida’s 
McKay Scholarship Program,” 
(Manhattan Institute, 2003), 1,  
http://goo.gl/nxNt8 (accessed June 4, 
2013); “Florida — John M. McKay 
Scholarships for Students with 
Disabilities Program,” (The Friedman 
Foundation for Educational Choice), 
http://goo.gl/xCzHf (accessed  
May 2, 2013).

24  “Florida — John M. McKay 
Scholarships for Students with 
Disabilities Program,” (The Friedman 
Foundation for Educational Choice), 
http://goo.gl/xCzHf (accessed  
May 2, 2013).

25  “Florida — Florida Tax Credit 
Scholarship Program,” (The Friedman 
Foundation for Educational Choice), 
http://goo.gl/4wbO0 (accessed 
May 31, 2013).

26  “FTC Scholarship Program,” 
(Florida Department of Education, 
2011), http://goo.gl/RjBWy (accessed 
May 31, 2013).

27  “Florida — Florida Tax Credit 
Scholarship Program,” (The Friedman 
Foundation for Educational Choice), 
http://goo.gl/4wbO0 (accessed  
May 8, 2013).

28  John Watson et al., “Keeping 
Pace With K-12 Online Learning,” 
(Evergreen Education Group, 2011), 
30, http://goo.gl/KI2QB (accessed 
May 31, 2013).
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By 2009-2010, all students in Florida had the ability to complete all of their required 
coursework online through the District Virtual Instructional Program.29 For the 2010-
2011 school year, Florida had more students enrolled in online programs than did any 
other state.30

Limiting Social Promotion

In 2001, Florida curtailed the practice of “social promotion.” This is the policy of 
moving all students — no matter their academic proficiency — to the next grade level 
in order to keep them with their age cohort. Florida law now states, “No student may 
be assigned to a grade level based solely on age or other factors that constitute social 
promotion.”31 Beginning in the 2002-2003 school year, Florida law also specifically 
required schools to retain third-graders who do not score at a basic proficiency level on 
the FCAT in reading.* 

A Focus on Reading Proficiency

Florida Gov. Jeb Bush, through an executive order in 2001, created the Just Read, 
Florida! Office within the Florida Department of Education. The office is responsible 
for, among other things, training school reading coaches; improving reading instruction 
provided by regular classroom teachers; assisting school districts in creating and 
implementing K-12 reading instruction plans; and providing parents with information 
about how to assist their children in reading.32 A new law in 2002 also mandated that 
all students get immediate remedial reading instruction if needed.33 The program 
eventually led to the hiring of 2,000 reading coaches to provide assistance to schools.34

Teacher Quality

In 2002, Florida reduced barriers to teaching in the classroom by creating alternative 
routes to teacher certification.35 This change enabled schools to hire high-quality teach-
ing candidates who did not have traditional teacher training. “Educator Preparation 
Institutes” were established to certify teachers who were college graduates or other 
professionals who did not major in education.36 

Florida also began certifying teachers trained by the nonprofit American Board for 
Certification of Teacher Excellence, allowed school districts to create their own 

*   Fla. Stat. § 1008.25(5)(b). Retaining low-achieving third-graders may have contributed to the growth in fourth-grade 
reading NAEP scores, since lower-performing third-grade students would no longer be passed along to test on the fourth-
grade NAEP. However, fourth-grade reading scores were improving between 1998 and 2002, before the third-grade 
social-promotion ban impacted fourth-graders taking the NAEP. Moreover, scores continued to rise even after retention 
rates gradually decreased after 2003. Ladner and Lips, “Demography as Destiny?,” Education Next, vol. 9, no. 3, (Hoover 
Institution, 2009) http://goo.gl/hPEbS (accessed May 31, 2013); Matthew Ladner, “Burke and Ladner respond to the Think 
Tank Review Project,” in Jay P. Greene’s Blog, (2010), http://goo.gl/69qPR, (accessed June 4, 2013). Additionally, reading 
scores for first-time third-graders also improved (although not as significantly as fourth-grade NAEP reading scores) from 
1998 to 2011. Even after adjusting the fourth-grade NAEP reading scores for the slower third-grader reading score growth, 
Florida still made significant gains compared to the rest of the nation. Marcus A. Winters, “Florida Defeats the Skeptics,” 
Education Next, vol. 12, no. 4 (Hoover Institution, 2012), http://goo.gl/IAvna (accessed May 31, 2013). 

29  Watson et al., “Keeping Pace 
with K-12 Online Learning: An Annual 
Review of Policy and Practice,” 
(Evergreen Education Group, 2010), 
71, http://goo.gl/d0FjK (accessed 
May 31, 2013).

30  Watson et al., “Keeping Pace  
With K-12 Online Learning,” 
(Evergreen Education Group, 2011), 
81, http://goo.gl/KI2QB (accessed 
May 31, 2013).

31  Fla. Stat. § 1008.25(6)(a)

32  “Just Read, Florida!,” (Florida 
Department of Education, 2005), 
http://goo.gl/JZgbT (accessed  
May 31, 2013); Fla. Stat. § 1001.215.

33  Fla. Stat. § 1008.25(5)(a). 

34  “Just Read, Florida!: About Us,” 
(Florida Department of Education, 
2013), http://goo.gl/fWd1M (accessed 
March 20, 2013). 

35  For more information about 
alternative certification, see:  
Marc J. Holley, “A Teacher Quality 
Primer: For Michigan School Officials, 
State Policymakers, Media and 
Residents,” (Mackinac Center for 
Public Policy, 2008), 98-103,  
http://goo.gl/SZYV1 (accessed 
March 20, 2013).

36  Fla. Stat. § 1004.85(3)
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certification programs and expanded the reciprocity of approved certifications from 
other states.37 There are about 90 different agencies that provided alternative routes to 
certification, according to the National Center for Alternative Certification.38 Figures 
produced by the Florida House of Representatives indicate that district-run alternative 
certification programs and Educator Preparation Institutes accounted for 37 percent of 
certifications earned in 2009.39 Of these new teachers, 68 percent were employed the 
following school year, compared to 43 percent of those certified through a traditional 
teacher preparation program.40

Lessons for Michigan

No single policy Florida implemented has been shown to explain all of the state’s 
achievement gains on the NAEP, so Florida’s experience provides no “silver bullet” to 
improve test scores in Michigan. State policymakers interested in replicating Florida’s 
success should recognize that this achievement followed a series of reforms, and that in 
the absence of further research findings, the logical conclusion is to pursue all of them.

Practically speaking, however, it is difficult to imagine all of these reforms being adopted 
and implemented simultaneously. They were not in Florida; some were adopted years 
before the others. 

This naturally leads to the question, Where should state policymakers start? There is no 
indisputable answer, but there are several guiding principles that make sense.

First, it seems reasonable to favor Florida policies shown to be effective by high-quality 
research. Similarly, even though we do not know exactly which reforms may have 
contributed most to Florida’s success, policies potentially affecting a broad number of 
students and schools would seem more promising than those more limited in scope. 

In addition, given some uncertainty about how the Florida reforms interacted with 
each other, it may be that the sequence of reforms in Florida mattered. This suggests 
some wisdom in adopting Florida’s earliest reforms sooner rather than later.

In light of these considerations, some Florida policies would be higher priorities than 
others. The list of recommendations below starts with the most promising reforms 
based on these criteria. 

1.	 Private School Choice

Michigan should adopt a private school choice program similar to the one used in 
Florida. This program could be a tuition tax credit similar to the one already proposed 
by Mackinac Center analysts.41 

Private school choice programs in Florida have been shown through rigorous research 
to have positive impacts on student achievement. Nine studies have examined the 

37  Ladner and Burke, “Closing  
the Racial Achievement Gap: 
Learning from Florida’s Reforms,”  
(The Heritage Foundation, 2010), 
9-10, http://goo.gl/2qDlu (accessed  
June 3, 2013).

38  “Florida: Summary of Alternate 
Routes to Teacher Certification,” 
(National Center for Alternative 
Certification, 2008), http://goo.gl/
jzeOu (accessed June 3, 2013); 
“Florida’s Educator Preparation 
Institutes,” (Florida Bureau of 
Educator Recruitment, Development, 
and Retention), http://goo.gl/5eOJe 
(accessed May 16, 2013).

39  Author’s calculations based on 
“Alternative Teacher Certification,” 
(Florida House of Representatives, 
2010), 406, http://goo.gl/doVHp 
(accessed March 21, 2013).

40  Author’s calculations based  
on ibid.

41  Patrick L. Anderson et al.,  
“The Universal Tuition Tax Credit:  
A Proposal to Advance Parental 
Choice in Education,” (Mackinac 
Center for Public Policy, 1997),  
http://goo.gl/Mk404 (accessed  
April 2, 2013).
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impact of the A-Plus Program’s voucher component, and all nine find public schools in 
Florida improved — particularly the lowest-performing ones — as a result of Florida’s 
voucher program. A 2008 study also demonstrated that public schools improved as 
a result of the availability of vouchers for students with disabilities under the McKay 
Scholarship Program. A study of the Florida Tax Credit Scholarship Program yielded 
a similar result.42

Hence, these private school choice programs had a broad effect on Florida’s school 
system by requiring all public schools to accept a new level of accountability. The 
choice programs, which began in 2001, were also among the earlier reforms enacted 
in Florida. 

Private school choice options inject a high level of competition and responsiveness 
into a public school system by providing highly dynamic and decentralized incentives 
for schools to better meet families’ educational needs. Parents are empowered to hold 
schools — especially for schools that are performing poorly — accountable for the 
actual services they provide their individual children. No other reform mentioned 
below places such localized pressure on schools to improve.

Unfortunately, Florida’s private school options cannot be immediately adopted in 
Michigan due to a 1970 amendment to the Michigan Constitution. Article 8, Section 2, 
of the state constitution explicitly prohibits the use of tuition vouchers or scholarships 
financed by tax credits for the purpose of educating students in private elementary and 
secondary schools.* 

The Michigan Legislature should consider presenting the people with a proposed 
constitutional amendment that would overturn this prohibition.† The legality of 
well-crafted private school choice programs is no longer a concern under the federal 
constitution: Both vouchers and tuition tax credits have passed legal challenges in the 
United States Supreme Court.43 

It is reasonable to assume that the tuition tax credit program that has been described 
in detail by Mackinac Center analysts would likewise pass muster with the Supreme 
Court. The Legislature could implement such a tax credit program following popular 
repeal of Article 8, Section 2.

*   Mich Const 1963, Article 8, Section 2.

†   The power of “legislative proposal” to amend the state constitution is provided in Mich Const 1963, Article 12, Section 
1. While both vouchers and tax credits can provide children with money for tuition and other expenses at private schools, 
there are advantages to tax credits. Anderson et al., “The Universal Tuition Tax Credit: A Proposal to Advance Parental 
Choice in Education,” (Mackinac Center for Public Policy, 1997), 27-30, http://goo.gl/Mk404 (accessed April 2, 2013); 
Andrew Coulson, “Giving Credit Where It’s Due: Why Tax Credits Are Better Than Vouchers,” The Independent Review VII, 
no. 2 (2002) http://goo.gl/6ZWI8 (accessed April 2, 2013). A model constitutional amendment and statutory considerations 
for a tuition tax credit program in Michigan are discussed by Mackinac Center analysts in Anderson et al., “The Universal 
Tuition Tax Credit: A Proposal to Advance Parental Choice in Education,” (Mackinac Center for Public Policy, 1997), 33-40, 
http://goo.gl/Mk404 (accessed April 2, 2013).

42  Greg Forster, “A Win-Win 
Solution: The Empirical Evidence on 
School Vouchers,” (The Foundation 
for Educational Choice, 2011), 17-23, 
http://goo.gl/A5yhE (accessed  
June 4, 2013).

43  Zelman v Simmons-Harris, 
536 US 639 (2002); Arizona Christian 
School Tuition Organization v Winn, 
563 US ___, 131 SCt 1436 (2011).
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2.	 Public School Choice and Virtual Schooling

Michigan should eliminate remaining barriers to public school choice, making it easier 
for parents to choose the learning opportunities that will best suit their children. 
Like private school choice, public school choice has a widespread impact by allowing 
individual parents to demand new levels of accountability from all public schools. 

Michigan does enable parents to choose from a number of conventional public school 
options. Since 1991, state law has encouraged districts to enable parents to choose the 
school their child attends within their resident district.44 Beginning in 1996, parents 
also had a limited ability to enroll their children in a nearby public school outside 
their district of residence (though district school boards can still reject nonresident 
students or limit the number of nonresidents their district schools accept).* In this 
case, Michigan resembles Florida in that both states have implemented fairly extensive 
parental choice systems for conventional public schools. 

And like Florida, Michigan allows charter schools to operate in the state. About 
8 percent of public school students in Michigan enrolled in a charter school in 2012.45 
Enrollment in these schools is up 285 percent since 1999, from 31,109 to 119,900 
in 2012.46 

Unlike Florida, however, the Great Lakes State for years effectively limited charter 
schooling by capping the number of charter schools that could be authorized by 
public universities at 150.† This limit was reached in 1999.47 Consequently, while the 
number of charter schools in the Sunshine State grew by 240 percent, from 148 in 
2001 to 503 in 2011, the number in Michigan grew by just 46 percent, from 205 in 
2001 to 300 in 2011.48

Following the passage of legislation in late 2011, Michigan’s cap on the number of 
university-authorized charter schools is scheduled to end in 2015.‡ Removing the cap 
is a sound decision. Research has shown that charter school students in Michigan have 
made demonstrable gains in student achievement.49 It should also be noted that charter 
schools were adopted early in Florida. 

*   Ibid. This “interdistrict” choice was limited by only allowing parents to choose to enroll their children in a school district 
within the geographical boundaries of their resident Intermediate School District. In 1999, this program was expanded to 
enable parents to choose a school in a district within a contiguous ISD to their own. Matthew Brouillette, “Schools-of-Choice 
Law Broadened,” (Michigan Education Report, 1999), http://goo.gl/nXyhY (accessed May 31, 2013).

†   Charter schools in Michigan can also be authorized by public school districts, intermediate school districts and 
community colleges. Public universities, however, have historically been the most active authorizers of charter schools.

‡   MCL § 380.502(2)(d). Under Michigan’s new law passed in 2011, the limit on the number of charter schools authorized 
by public universities will increase to 300 for the 2012-2013 school year, 500 for the 2013-2014 and 2014-2015 school 
years, and then be completely eliminated starting with the 2015-2016 school year. “Understanding Michigan’s New Charter 
Law,” (The Center for Charter Schools at Central Michigan University, 2012), http://goo.gl/rU1l6 (accessed May 31, 2013).

44  Matthew Brouillette, “School 
Choice in Michigan: A Primer for 
Freedom in Education,” (Mackinac 
Center for Public Policy, 1999), 
32, http://goo.gl/PFhDk (accessed 
May 31, 2013).

45  “Pupil Membership History, 
FY 1994-95 to FY 2014-2015,” 
(Michigan Senate Fiscal Agency, 
2013), http://goo.gl/xOCx3  
(accessed March 20, 2013). 

46  “Pupil Membership History, 
FY 1994-95 to FY 2014-2015,” 
(Michigan Senate Fiscal Agency, 
2013), http://goo.gl/xOCx3  
(accessed March 20, 2013).

47  “New charter plan expected,” 
(Michigan Education Report, 2002), 
http://goo.gl/vBsEg (accessed 
May 31, 2013).

48  Author calculations based on 
“Common Core of Data,” (National 
Center for Education Statistics; United 
States Department of Education), 
http://nces.ed.gov/ccd/ (accessed 
May 31, 2013).

49  “Charter School Performance 
in Michigan,” (Center for Research 
on Education Outcomes; Stanford 
University, 2013), http://goo.gl/jCFOM 
(accessed April 2, 2013); Liyang Mao 
and Bettie Landauer-Menchik, “A 
Comparison of Michigan’s Charter 
School Authorizers,” (Education Policy 
Center; Michigan State University, 
2013), http://goo.gl/ZlUvL (accessed 
April 2, 2013).
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One area of distinct difference between Michigan and Florida is in the availability of 
online schooling options. Admittedly, the effectiveness of online schooling in primary 
and secondary education has not been rigorously studied (though some studies do 
exist).50 Nevertheless, the argument for adopting Florida’s virtual learning reforms in 
Michigan is strong. 

Florida began its foray into virtual learning early, starting in the mid-1990s and rapidly 
blossoming into a national leader. Moreover, the potential impact of online schooling 
is broad: When barriers to virtual schooling are removed, students can access online 
courses from virtually anywhere using an increasing variety of devices with an Internet 
connection. The ease of taking and switching courses among a wide variety of public 
and private providers also creates a competitive pressure that will tend to improve the 
quantity and quality of courses over time.

Michigan already has a statewide virtual school — Michigan Virtual School — but its 
enrollment levels pale in comparison to Florida’s. In the 2010-2011 school year, Florida 
Virtual School had nearly 260,000 course-enrollments, while Michigan Virtual School 
had 17,700.51 The number of online learning opportunities for students is growing in 
Michigan, but unlike Florida, Michigan does not require school districts to make these 
opportunities available to students. Instead, Michigan’s local school boards decide how 
much access students will have to online instruction.52 

Additionally, “seat-time”-based pupil accounting requirements deter many Michigan 
districts from expanding their online programs. As the author has argued elsewhere,53 
the Legislature should abolish this seat-time mandate. 

The Legislature should also remove all geographically based barriers to a district’s 
receiving state aid on behalf of nonresident students — a particularly helpful reform 
for districts hoping to expand their online learning programs. The cap on the number 
of online charter schools and the number of students who can enroll in these schools 
should be removed as well.54 

3.	 School Accountability

Florida’s A-Plus Program, which provided school assessment and accountability 
reforms, was also an important element of the state’s reform agenda. Indeed, the 
program was linked in part to Florida’s expansion of school choice opportunities. 

There is some empirical evidence to suggest that Florida’s school assessment and 
accountability system has helped improve student achievement. A 2007 study 
published by the nonprofit Urban Institute showed that students in Florida schools 

50  Michael Van Beek, “Virtual 
Learning in Michigan’s Schools,” 
(Mackinac Center for Public Policy, 
2011), 2-9, http://goo.gl/ZZe3u 
(accessed May 31, 2013). 

51  Watson et al., “Keeping Pace With 
K-12 Online Learning,” (Evergreen 
Education Group, 2011), 30,  
http://goo.gl/KI2QB (accessed 
May 31, 2013).

52  “Pupil Accounting Manual:  
5-O-A - Virtual Learning, Distance 
Learning, and Independent Study,” 
(Michigan Department of Education, 
2010), http://goo.gl/KpxWM  
(accessed May 16, 2013).

53  Van Beek, “Virtual Learning in 
Michigan’s Schools,” (Mackinac 
Center for Public Policy, 2011),  
18‑21, http://goo.gl/ZZe3u  
(accessed May 31, 2013).

 
54  Ibid., 21-22.
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receiving an F subsequently increased their achievement to a statistically significant 
degree compared to students in other schools in both reading and math from 2002 
to 2003.* 

Florida’s A-Plus Program also has a broad impact. Every school in Florida is assigned a 
letter grade and receives performance-based rewards or penalties. The A-Plus Program 
was also an early element to the Florida reform model.

Michigan has several school assessment and accountability systems,† but unlike 
Florida’s, these are neither clear nor consequential. The guide to understanding the 
grading system in the Michigan School Report Card spans 29 pages. The explanation 
of the school accreditation methodology requires 97 pages.55 

Further, Michigan’s assessments do not substantially differentiate schools. In 2010, 
91 percent of Michigan’s general education schools (excluding alternative and special-
education schools ) made “adequate yearly progress.”‡ The same year, 97  percent of 
schools receiving a grade on the Michigan School Report Card got an A, B or C.56 No 
schools were labeled “unaccredited” — in other words, given an F — by the Michigan 
Department of Education in 2011.§

*   These schools made changes aimed at improving achievement, including lengthening the time spent on instruction; 
providing extra support to low-performing students (for example, after-school tutoring); increasing resources available to 
teachers (for example, providing more time for class preparation and collaborative planning, professional development); 
and reorganizing the classroom environment (for example, using smaller instructional “units” of pupils within a classroom). 
Cecilia Elena Rouse et al., “Feeling the Florida Heat?: How Low-Performing Schools Respond to Voucher and 
Accountability Pressure,” (Urban Institute, 2007), http://goo.gl/ltL7U (accessed May 31, 2013). These results were based 
on the FCAT and the Stanford Achievement Test Series, Tenth Edition. The authors of this study were sensitive to the 
possibility that improved student achievement could be a result of schools learning how to “game” the accountability system 
to improve their grade. They observed, however: “[T]he evidence suggests that some combination of the policies and 
practices that the ‘F’-graded schools have put into place in apparent response to accountability pressures have contributed 
to the relative test score gains of the ‘F’-graded schools.” Ibid., 35. These findings corroborate a 2001 study that found that 
the threat of vouchers were having a positive impact on the performance of schools receiving an F. Greene, “The Looming 
Shadow,” Education Next, vol. 1, no. 4, (Hoover Institution, 2001), http://goo.gl/rkqM6 (accessed April 3, 2013).

†   Michigan uses separate measures like the “adequate yearly progress” model required by the federal No Child Left 
Behind Act, Education YES! — A Yardstick for Excellent Schools, Michigan School Report Card and a “persistently lowest 
achieving schools” top-to-bottom school ranking. “Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP),” (Michigan Department of Education), 
http://goo.gl/V3IeE (accessed March 20, 2013); “Michigan’s School Accreditation System: Education Yes!,” (Michigan 
Department of Education), http://goo.gl/xCwG8 (accessed March 20, 2013); “Michigan District and School Scorecards,” 
(Michigan Department of Education), http://goo.gl/bQNBi (accessed March 20, 2013); “2012 Top-to-Bottom,” (Michigan 
Department of Education), http://goo.gl/E0kEI (accessed March 20, 2013).

‡   Author’s calculations based on “2011 Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) Results: Excel file of all 2011 AYP data,” (Michigan 
Department of Education, 2011), http://goo.gl/bpkEr (accessed July 2, 2012). AYP is a measure created by the federal  
No Child Left Behind Act in 2002. An individual school’s AYP status is determined by its students’ performance on English 
language arts and mathematics standardized tests as well as attendance and graduation rates. For more information,  
see “Purpose of AYP,” (Michigan Department of Education, 2011), http://goo.gl/gKHqn (accessed March 29, 2011).

§   Author’s calculations based on ibid. In 2011, the state did identify 98 schools as “persistently lowest achieving” under an 
accountability system. This system requires that the lowest-performing 5 percent of schools in the state be identified and 
placed under the supervision of the state’s “school reform/redesign officer.” The schools must submit a plan to this officer 
and select one of four federally provided “intervention” models: “the turnaround model, restart model, school closure, and 
transformation model.” “98 Lowest Achieving Schools Identified; and Latest ‘Top-to-Bottom’ School Rankings Released,” 
(Michigan Department of Education, 2011), http://goo.gl/88rKE (accessed April 4, 2012); MCL § 380.1280c(1)-(2). 

55  “2011-2012 Guide to Reading 
the Michigan School Report Cards: 
What’s New in the 2012 Michigan 
School Report Cards,” (Office of 
Psychometrics, Accountability, 
Research & Evaluation; Michigan 
Department of Education, 2012), 
http://goo.gl/MaiHn (accessed 
March 20, 2013); “Michigan School 
Improvement Framework Rubric,” 
(Office of School Improvement; 
Michigan Department of Education), 
http://goo.gl/UNMnP (accessed 
March 20, 2013). 

56  Author’s calculations based on 
“2011 Adequate Yearly Progress 
(AYP) Results: Excel file of all 2011 
AYP data”, (Michigan Department of 
Education, 2011), http://goo.gl/bpkEr 
(accessed July 2, 2012).
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If policymakers wish to continue Michigan’s school assessment and accountability 
system, they should reform it. The program has at least two major weaknesses: It is 
difficult to understand, and it does not provide genuine incentives — neither significant 
rewards nor penalties — for schools and districts to improve their performance. 

Rewards could include a per-pupil foundation grant increase to the district — or better 
yet, extra funding provided directly to the successful school, creating a bonus similar to 
the one in Florida, where the award money is sent directly to the school, not the district. 
This school-based funding differs from the usual method of distributing education 
revenue across the country; typically, money is either collected by, or passed through, 
school district bureaucracies, which then determine how the revenue is spent.57 

Consequences for poor school performance should include enabling parents of students 
in failing schools to use public funds to access alternative educational opportunities. 
These alternatives should include schools in other districts, charter schools, online 
schools and if the state constitution is amended, private schools. 

Michigan would not be alone in adopting Florida’s accountability reforms. Indiana, 
Arizona, New Mexico, Louisiana and Utah have implemented letter-grade accountabil-
ity systems similar to Florida’s.58

4.	 Alternative Teaching Certification

Next in line would be reforming alternative teaching certification. Florida did this in 
2002, later than the reforms mentioned above, meaning it may have contributed less to 
Florida’s success. Nevertheless, alternative certification does have a broad impact on a 
school system, especially when the program is as extensive as Florida’s, with more than 
a third of new certificates coming from alternative routes in 2009.59 

Moreover, research has found benefits to this type of reform.60 Tim Sass of Georgia 
State University found evidence that Florida’s alternatively certified teachers have 
stronger academic qualifications than traditionally trained ones, and that alternatively 
certified teachers perform as well as — and in some cases, better than — traditionally 
certified teachers.61 

Michigan has few genuine alternative routes to teacher certification. Of the 45,600 
teachers certified by the state from 2001 to 2006, only 282 received certification 
through alternative means — less than 1  percent.62 Not surprisingly, the nonprofit 
National Council on Teacher Quality gave Michigan’s “expanding the teaching pool” 
policies an F in 2009.63 Florida received a B-minus for its policy concerning the teacher 
labor pool, and it received a C — the highest overall grade of all the states — for teacher 
quality policies.64

Michigan did pass legislation in late 2009 to expand alternative routes to certification.65 
Aspiring teachers were permitted to teach under a temporary “interim” teaching 
license.66 While it’s too early to know whether this reform will create a more vibrant 

57  See, for instance, Olson and 
LaFaive, “A Michigan School Money 
Primer for Policymakers, School 
Officials, Media and Residents,”  
(Mackinac Center for Public Policy, 
2007), 4, http://goo.gl/e4B78  
(accessed June 3, 2013).

58  Lindsey Burke, “Florida  
Education Reforms Succeed, Spread 
to Other States,” in The Foundry,  
ed. The Heritage Foundation (2011),  
http://goo.gl/PCb09, (accessed  
May 31, 2013).

59  “Alternative Teacher Certification,” 
(Florida House of Representatives, 
2010), 406, http://goo.gl/doVHp 
(accessed March 21, 2013).

60  Holley, “A Teacher Quality Primer: 
For Michigan School Officials, State 
Policymakers, Media and Residents,” 
(Mackinac Center for Public Policy, 
2008), 32-39, 98-103, http://goo.gl/
SZYV1 (accessed March 20, 2013); 
Tim Sass, “Certification Requirements 
and Teacher Quality: A Comparison 
of Alternative Routes to Teaching,” 
(Georgia State University, 2011),  
http://goo.gl/3qPBY (accessed  
May 31, 2013).

61  Sass, “Certification Requirements 
and Teacher Quality: A Comparison 
of Alternative Routes to Teaching,” 
(Georgia State University, 2011),  
http://goo.gl/3qPBY (accessed  
May 31, 2013).

62  “The Secretary’s Seventh  
Annual Report On Teacher Quality,” 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2010), 
11-13, http://goo.gl/XZXFv (accessed 
May 31, 2013).

63  “2009 State Teacher Policy 
Yearbook: National Summary,” 
(National Council for Teacher Quality, 
2009), 11, http://goo.gl/ndFPp 
(accessed May 31, 2013).

64  Ibid.

65  Public Act 202 of 2009, House Bill 
5596, http://goo.gl/b1DMv (accessed 
May 9, 2013).

66  MCL § 380.1531i.
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teacher labor market, there’s little reason to believe it will. Even under the reform, 
knowledgeable and talented aspiring teachers still must invest a significant amount 
of time, money and energy in obtaining the necessary requirements to obtain state-
approved certification.* 

Michigan should reform its teacher certification system to remove unnecessary 
obstacles to entering the teaching profession. Specifically, Michigan should give local 
schools, held accountable by parents, more flexibility over the people they hire. Since 
educational research consistently demonstrates the importance of teacher quality,67 
this is an important reform.

5.	 Limit Social Promotion for Third-Graders

A social-promotion ban should be the next policy for Michigan to consider. In 
particular, Florida’s emphasis on third-grade reading has support in the education 
research literature. Students who fail to master third-grade reading are more likely to 
struggle in later grades and drop out of high school.68 

There is some evidence that Florida’s prohibition on social promotion for third-graders 
who lack reading proficiency has had positive effects on student achievement. A 2004 
Manhattan Institute study of the Florida policy found that compared to other students 
who were socially promoted to the fourth grade, third-graders who were held back 
made statistically significant gains in math and reading.69 A follow-up study found that 
gains were greater in the second year after the retention than in the first, suggesting that 
third-grade retention can generate lasting positive effects.70

Florida’s ban on social promotion from third grade did have a relatively broad impact, 
affecting every third-grader and arguably improving their results in later years. 
Nevertheless, it did not have as far-reaching an impact as the reforms recommended 
above, which tended to affect the performance of entire schools and districts. In 
addition, this program was not implemented in Florida until the 2002-2003 school 
year, so it could not have been responsible for Florida’s early gains. 

Michigan does not have a statewide policy regarding social promotion for any grade 
level. The decision about students’ grade levels rests with individual school boards, 
and their policies regarding the promotion of students may or may not be based on 
standardized achievement scores.71 

Michigan should explore ending social promotion for third-graders who have not 
mastered basic reading skills. This policy would require schools to diagnose learning 
deficiencies early in a student’s schooling and respond accordingly — a case where 

*   MCL § 380.1531i. A teacher must have at least a bachelor’s degree with a cumulative college GPA of 3.0, participate in 
a state-approved “alternative teaching program” that provides certain pedagogical training, receive “intensive observation 
and coaching” while in the classroom, and meet any other additional requirements according to administrative rules set 
by the Michigan Department of Education. Ryan McCarl, “Michigan’s meaningless teacher certification reform,” Michigan 
Education Report (2010) http://goo.gl/qarhl (accessed Oct. 19, 2011).

67  Holley, “A Teacher Quality Primer: 
For Michigan School Officials, State 
Policymakers, Media and Residents,” 
(Mackinac Center for Public Policy, 
2008), 19, http://goo.gl/SZYV1 
(accessed March 20, 2013).

68  See, for instance, Joy Lesnick et 
al., “Reading on Grade Level in Third 
Grade: How Is It Related to High 
School Performance and College 
Enrollment?: A Longitudinal Analysis 
of Third-Grade Students in Chicago 
in 1996-97 and Their Educational 
Outcomes,” (Chapin Hall; University 
of Chicago, 2010), http://goo.gl/Lg1VZ 
(accessed March 22, 2013); Donald 
J. Hernandez, “Double Jeopardy: 
How Third-Grade Reading Skills 
and Poverty Influence High School 
Graduation,” (The Annie E. Casey 
Foundation, 2012), http://goo.gl/
LJTBL (accessed March 22, 2013).

69  Jay P. Greene and Marcus  
A. Winters, “An Evaluation of Florida’s 
Program to End Social Promotion,” 
(Manhattan Institute, 2004), 7-9, 
http://goo.gl/ilnwO (accessed  
May 31, 2013).

70  Jay P. Greene and Marcus  
A. Winters, “Getting Farther  
Ahead by Staying Behind:  
A Second-Year Evaluation of Florida’s 
Policy to End Social Promotion,”  
(Manhattan Institute, 2006), 9-10, 
http://goo.gl/eZaUn (accessed 
May 31, 2013).

71  “Grade Promotion and Retention,” 
(Michigan Department of Education, 
2011), http://goo.gl/eDrDE (accessed 
May 31, 2013).
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an ounce of prevention may be worth a pound of cure. Such a policy also encourages 
parents to pay close attention to their children’s early educational performance, since 
very few parents want to see their children retained. 

At least nine other states have had similar policies for many years.72 News reports 
indicate that Tennessee and Oklahoma have enacted third-grade social-promotion 
bans based on Florida’s model.73 

6.	 Reading Resources

The final policies Michigan should consider are Florida’s programs aimed at improving 
literacy for all students. These reforms began later, around the same time as alternative 
certification for teachers and the ban on social promotion.

It is also difficult to determine how broad an impact the programs had. There is not much 
research demonstrating the policies’ effectiveness. Third-graders retained in Florida 
based on reading skills did decrease by 40 percent from 2002 to 2007, suggesting that 
the targeted resources may have helped at least some groups of students.* By the same 
token, this reduction may have been the result of incentives created by the third-grade 
social-promotion policy itself.74

Michigan does not have a similar program, but the state did participate in the federal 
“Reading First” program. Michigan was granted $25 million or more annually from 
2003 through 2010 “to promote high-quality school reading instruction for grades 
K-3.”75 According to a 2008 report on the program from the U.S. Department of 
Education, 165 schools in Michigan participated in 2007.76

Florida was also granted federal funds for Reading First, and 584 schools participated.77 
Since both states participated in this federal program, however, it is unlikely to have 
contributed significantly to the disparity in NAEP gains between the two states.

Michigan also implemented the Michigan Literacy Progress Profile in 2001, which 
trained teachers to provide better reading instruction and to more accurately assess the 
reading abilities of students in preschool through third grade.78 An estimated 10,000 
teachers have been trained through this program.79

*   Ladner and Lips, “Demography as Destiny?,” Education Next, vol. 9, no. 3, (Hoover Institution, 2009), http://goo.gl/
hPEbS (accessed May 31, 2013). The reduction in the rate at which third-graders were retained may also have been due 
to the threat of students’ having to repeat a grade because of the social-promotion ban. This additional factor makes the 
effectiveness of the additional reading resources less clear.  

72  Greene and Winters, “An 
Evaluation of Florida’s Program to 
End Social Promotion,” (Manhattan 
Institute, 2004), 2, http://goo.gl/ilnwO 
(accessed May 31, 2013).

73  Lola Alapo, “Tennessee law 
ends social promotion of third-grade 
students,” Knoxville News Sentinel, 
June 13, 2011, http://goo.gl/2ETPX 
(accessed May 31, 2013); Michael 
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74  Erik W. Robelen, “More States 
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May 9, 2013).

75  Public Act 121 of 2009,  
http://goo.gl/YYS7C (accessed  
March 20, 2013); Joe Serwach, 
“Reading First Federal Literacy 
Program Works in Michigan,” (The 
University Record Online, University 
of Michigan, 2006), http://goo.gl/
xWLMf (accessed March 20, 2013).

76  “Reading First State Profile: 
Michigan,” (United States Department 
of Education, 2008), http://goo.gl/
xU71l (accessed March 20, 2013).

77  “Reading First State Profile: 
Florida,” (United States Department of 
Education, 2008), http://goo.gl/3Rdpg 
(accessed May 31, 2013).

78  “Michigan Literacy Progress 
Profile: Preschool through Grade 
Three, 2001,” (Michigan Department 
of Education, 2001), http://goo.gl/
pp1Gb (accessed April 4, 2012).

79  “Michigan Literacy Progress 
Profile (MLPP) / K-3,” (Traverse Bay 
Area Intermediate School District 
2012), http://goo.gl/Td3jM (accessed 
May 31, 2013).
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Conclusion

This study highlights the significant improvements achieved by Florida students on 
the NAEP exam — the “nation’s report card” — over the course of the last 15 years. 
In fourth- and eighth-grade math and reading, Florida’s students outgained those in 
Michigan, and by 2009, had surpassed them. Michigan’s performance over the same 
period was generally lackluster.

If, however, Michigan’s scores had improved at the same rate as Florida’s, the Great 
Lakes State would be at or near the top of the national rankings on the NAEP. 
Specifically, Michigan would have been among the top three states in average reading 
and math scores for fourth-graders, and it would have been among the top 10 states in 
average math scores for eighth-graders. Michigan’s lower-income students would have 
achieved similar results compared to those in other states.80 

The student achievement gains in Florida on the NAEP are important, and they suggest 
two points worth considering: First, a combination of reforms may work better than 
any single approach; second, reforming schools is a marathon, not a sprint. In Florida, 
it took time for the state’s public school system to demonstrate undeniable success. 
Policymakers there maintained high standards regardless and even implemented new 
reforms in the process.

Michigan will not be able to match Florida’s gains in student achievement overnight. 
The Florida experience, however, provides valuable lessons for how the Great Lakes 
State can improve its public school system.

80  Author’s calculations based on 
“NAEP Data Explorer: Main NDE”, 
(National Center for Education 
Statistics; United States Department 
of Education), http://nces.ed.gov/
nationsreportcard/naepdata/ 
(accessed March 21, 2013).
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