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Go online now to access College Insider, the interactive step-
by-step guide to applying for college. College Insider explains 
every step along the way, including how to qualify for financial 
aid and figure out what colleges or universities are right for 
you. The site provides downloadable guides to organize the 
application process, and sections are customized for high school 
juniors, seniors, their parents and school counselors. 
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F I N A L  T H O U G H T S

If you have noticed a growing gap 

in the quality of school facilities in 

poor and affluent communities, you 

are not alone. While a new genera-

tion of inspiring school facilities has 

been built in suburban areas, many 

children in central city and rural areas 

have been left behind in outdated and 

often run-down structures.

Efforts by policymakers and the 

courts to address this issue have been 

handicapped by the lack of reliable 

measures of school facility quality. 

Past efforts have relied on subjective 

survey responses or small-sample 

engineering evaluations, neither of 

which offers much guidance on the 

cost of needed improvements.

In collaboration with other re-

searchers affiliated with the Education 

Policy Center at MSU, I have devel-

oped new methods for measuring 

the quality of school facilities and 

the cost of bringing facilities up to 

adequate standards. We have applied 

our procedures to all Michigan school 

districts, but since they utilize data 

that are available for school districts 

nationwide, the methods can be read-

ily replicated elsewhere.

Michigan is one of the few states 

in which school facilities are funded 

entirely by local property taxes. 

Variations in property wealth across 

districts create inequalities in their 

ability to pay for facilities. Our re-

search quantified large and systematic 

variations in school facilities across 

local communities that are highly 

correlated with local property wealth. 

Children’s education in Michigan’s 

high-income suburbs is supported 

with nearly double the capital facili-

ties available to central city students. 

Facilities in many of Michigan’s poor-

est school districts are inadequate.

Equally striking is that Michigan’s 

central cities are taxing themselves at 

an average rate 43 percent higher than 

the average rate in high-income sub-

urbs. If not for this higher tax effort, 

the quality of urban school facilities 

would lag even further behind subur-

ban districts.

These inequalities matter for 

children and communities. Building 

quality affects student and teacher 

health, attendance, morale and per-

formance. In his Ph.D. dissertation, 

Thomas Davis, a former College of 

Education student now on the faculty 

of the University of Maryland, showed 

that school facilities had a significant 

impact on student achievement. 

Research also shows that teacher turn-

over, a major problem in low-income 

schools, is significantly influenced by 

school building quality. It is difficult 

to attract and retain top-notch educa-

tors to work in dilapidated buildings 

when other schools offer much more 

hospitable work environments.

The opportunity to work with 

modern technology is ever more im-

portant to prepare students for emerg-

ing high-skill jobs. Today, students 

attending public schools in affluent 

communities use computer-controlled 

machine tools, computer graphic art 

equipment, television studios and 

more. These learning opportuni-

ties stimulate students’ interest and 

imagination, keeping them engaged in 

school. But they are rarely available in 

less-affluent communities.

This problem cannot be solved by 

local communities themselves. It will 

require action by the state or national 

government. Indeed, courts could 

mandate action, since Michigan’s 

current system of funding school 

facilities is clearly vulnerable to legal 

challenge. As policymakers craft 

responses to the current financial 

meltdown, initiatives to support 

public investment in school facilities 

deserve serious consideration. Such 

investment would provide immediate 

economic stimulus, which can be am-

ortized and paid back over 20 years. 

Our analysis indicates that, at an an-

nual cost of around $20 for the typical 

family, significant progress could 

be made toward providing adequate 

facilities for all children.

Public investment in the schools 

of poor communities would improve 

school outcomes, help stabilize neigh-

borhoods and provide needed demand 

in construction and allied industries. 

It is one of the most promising forms 

of public investment available to 

policymakers.
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. . . Michigan’s central cities are taxing them-

selves at an average rate 43 percent higher than 

the average rate in high-income suburbs.
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A L U M N I  A S S O C I A T I O N

HELLO, NEW ALUMNI! A group of MSU teaching interns ham it up at Donley Elementary School 

in East Lansing, Mich. near the end of the 2007–08 academic year. They are (left to right): Leslie 

Green, Emily Quinn, Miranda Stevenson, Amanda Winter, Lisa Napierala and Nina Tignanelli.
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A memorable painted steel structure by artist Caspar Henselmann, titled “US 1-9,” graces the back patio of Erickson Hall.


