
School
Board
Case

Studies
 Detroit, Michigan



The Institute for a Competitive Workforce (ICW) is the nonprofit, nonpartisan,  
501(c)(3) affiliate of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. ICW promotes the rigorous 
educational standards and effective job training systems needed to preserve the strength 
of America’s greatest economic resource, its workforce.

The National Chamber Foundation, a nonprofit affiliate of the U.S. Chamber of 
Commerce, is dedicated to identifying and fostering public debate on emerging critical 
issues. We provide business and government leaders with insight and resources to address 
tomorrow’s challenges.

The U.S. Chamber of Commerce is the world’s largest business federation representing 
the interests of more than three million businesses of all sizes, sectors, and regions, as 
well as state and local chambers and industry associations. 

© Institute For a Competitive Workforce, May 2012
“U.S. CHAMBER” and “U.S. CHAMBER OF COMMERCE” are registered trademarks of the Chamber of Commerce of the United States of America.
© National Chamber Foundation, May 2012



1

Detroit is fighting to overcome a litany of problems. 

Hollowed out by the collapse of the auto industry, the city’s 

major civic institutions have eroded as the population has 

plunged from a high of 1.85 million in 1950 to 714,000. The 

number of residents dropped 25% in the last 10 years alone. 

Detroiters are mostly African-American, with more than 

one-third living below the poverty line. 

Classrooms in Detroit Public Schools (DPS) have emptied 

as families abandon the city for nearby suburbs or 

public charter schools inside and outside the city. DPS 

enrollment dwindled from 168,000 in 1999 to 66,000 in 

2011. Prospects for the remaining students are grim: DPS 

graduation rates have been projected to be among the 

lowest in the nation at 38%. 

Amid economic disaster, the city’s public schools have 

lacked consistent, effective leaders. The authority of the 

elected school board has diminished gradually over the 

last decade as state, municipal, and other outside officials 

have assumed control in an attempt to turn around the 

failing system. 

A Failed Experiment 

In 1999, the state legislature passed the Michigan School 

Reform Act. To curtail mismanagement of a $1.5 billion 

school bond and improve student achievement, the state 

replaced Detroit’s 11-member elected school board with a 

7-member body appointed by the mayor, who chose a chief 

executive officer to oversee city schools. One of the seven 

members of the new School Reform Board was appointed 

by the state superintendent of schools, with power to veto 

any CEO selection by the rest of the board. This distribution 

of power created an unusual mix of mayoral-state control.

Although the business community applauded the attempted 

housecleaning of public school governance, many citizens 

decried the experiment as a hostile takeover by the state 

with racial implications. A group of students, teachers, and 

parents who claimed that the law disenfranchised voters 

sued unsuccessfully to overturn it. 

 “There is still a very vocal portion of our community 

who believes that having democratically elected bodies 

engaged in the education system is crucial,” said Tonya 

Allen, chief operating officer and vice president of 

programs at the Skillman Foundation, which is active in 

Detroit education reform.

After five years of political tensions and little public support, 

the pilot ended in 2004; in a referendum, city voters opted 

2-to-1 to return to an 11-member elected school board. 

Yet even with the reinstatement of a directly elected board, 

school board races attracted little interest, and voter 

participation remained abysmally low, hovering around 

10%. Meanwhile, Detroit schools continued deteriorating 

during the scandal-ridden tenure of former Mayor Kwame 

Kilpatrick from 2002 to his resignation in 2008. “People were 

very much fatigued with the lack of progress once that 

school board got its powers back,” Allen said.

At a Glance 
School Board Members—11

Represents—7 districts/4 at large

Number of Students—90,499

Number of Schools—130
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Emergency Management

In 2009, Gov. Jennifer Granholm appointed an emergency 

financial manager, Robert Bobb, to take over DPS, stave off 

the threat of bankruptcy, and close a $300 million budget 

deficit brought on by declining enrollment, financial waste, 

and fraud. Bobb’s broad powers included slashing the 

bloated budget, closing underused school buildings, and 

laying off thousands of employees. The elected school 

board waged a 14-month court battle to block Bobb 

and ultimately prevailed in late 2010. But the legislature 

overruled that decision in 2011, passing legislation to revoke 

the board’s decision-making power. 

After Bobb’s departure later that year, new Gov. Rick Snyder 

appointed former General Motors executive Roy Roberts 

as the new emergency financial manager to oversee DPS. 

But the emergency manager arrangement continues to be 

controversial. A citizens group is working to gather enough 

signatures to put the state law, which grants Roberts even 

more sweeping powers than Bobb had (including the 

power to supersede collective bargaining agreements), on 

the ballot to allow for a potential repeal by voters.  

Without direct governing authority, the school board now 

serves primarily to communicate constituents’ concerns to 

Roberts. Civic interest in joining the board is low. Seven of 

11 board seats were up for grabs in fall 2011, but only six 

candidates appeared on the ballot, calling into question the 

school board’s function and effectiveness. 

“One of the things we need in Detroit is a robust public 

conversation about what an accountability and governance 

system for our schools really looks like,” says Dan Varner, 

chief executive officer of Excellent Schools Detroit, a 

coalition of foundations, nonprofits, and business and 

community leaders dedicated to creating high-quality 

school choices. “I would argue that the board in its 

particular structure is not a useful one.”

Varner believes communities should have the right to 

choose how their public schools are governed. “In Detroit, 

the board should be accountable for academic outcomes 

only,” Varner says, “rather than having to focus on financial 

operations, which could be handled by another financial 

manager or another executive. I think we need a form of 

governance that works for our kids first.” 

A Growing School Choice Movement

Between DPS’ dismal academic record and the proliferation 

of public charter schools in the city, the school district now 

enrolls only about 60% of city students. This abundance of 

school choice has divided educational leadership in the city 

among multiple entities:

•	Roy	Roberts,	emergency	financial	manager,	oversees	

about 60 schools that remain within the DPS system.

•	Ten	authorizers,	including	DPS,	oversee	more	than	 

100 public charter schools, which have a very  

mixed record of performance. It is likely that the 

number of charter schools will continue to grow, due 

to state legislation passed in December 2011 that 

lifts restrictions on the number of charter schools 

statewide.

•	Private	and	parochial	schools	enroll	thousands	of	

additional students.

•	 Several	suburban	school	systems,	each	with	their	own	

boards, aggressively recruit city students through the 

state’s interdistrict choice system, which enables state 

revenues to follow students who transfer to a school 

outside of their own district. In a time of declining 

enrollment and budgets, many districts see an incentive 

to recruit students from outside the district to help 

boost their budgets. 

•	 The	newly	created	Education	Achievement	System,	a	

new mini-district that contains the state’s worst 5% of 

schools (most in Detroit), is overseen by the state, DPS, 

and Eastern Michigan University. 
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Meanwhile, nonprofit organizations such as New Urban 

Learning and Michigan Future Schools are strategically 

opening more new charter schools every year, while the 

United Way for Southeastern Michigan, with a $27 million 

grant from the General Motors Foundation, is overseeing 

turnaround efforts in several metro high schools. 

In essence, public education in Detroit has become a 

hybrid portfolio of hundreds of schools with multiple 

approaches and governance systems and no consistent 

central oversight or quality control. Enter the citywide 

Excellent Schools Detroit (ESD) Coalition, led and funded 

by the Skillman Foundation and other philanthropic groups. 

The ESD board has a broad-based membership, including 

leaders from DPS: high-performing public charter and 

private schools; the Detroit Regional Chamber; foundations; 

and several major nonprofit organizations, including the 

local United Way and Detroit Parent Network. 

The group fosters dialogue across decentralized 

governance systems about improving education citywide, 

enabling civic power brokers to coalesce around a shared 

agenda while providing political and financial support. For 

example, the Detroit Regional Chamber raises money for 

ESD and its partner organizations to establish new schools 

and also funds college scholarships and links existing 

schools with corporate partners. The ESD is neutral on 

school governance; the only criterion for support is that 

new schools offer students an excellent education. 

The coalition does not have statutory authority but released 

a citywide education plan in 2010 that incorporated broad 

community input and outlined ambitious goals, including 

making Detroit the first major U.S. city where 90% of 

students graduate high school, 90% of those students enroll 

in college or other training, and 90% of that group are on 

track to earn a degree. 

The partnership is working on several priorities: creating 

grassroots demand for outstanding schools, supporting 

systems such as Teach for America to attract and retain 

talented educators, incubating more high-achieving schools, 

and supporting the growth of good preschools to prepare 

more children for kindergarten. The coalition also pushes for 

school accountability, visiting and assessing every school 

in the city and publishing an annual report card for parents 

that evaluates schools’ academic performance. 

Less than two years old, the coalition is too new to 

truly gauge its effectiveness. However, “the ability to 

take a citywide perspective and to take a child-focused 

perspective on education just did not exist in a collective 

way prior to Excellent Schools Detroit,” Allen says. 

With a powerful emergency manager running the district 

for the foreseeable future, a reform-minded governor 

increasing the state’s role in Detroit schools, and an 

influential coalition providing broad-based leadership, the 

school board must reimagine its governance role to remain 

a meaningful contributor to shaping the future of public 

education in Detroit. 
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