
Godfrey-Lee 
Public Schools

July 30, 2012  

Mr. Richard D. McLellen
Project Director, Michigan Education Finance Act of 2013
Oxford Foundation-Michigan
201 Townsend Suite 926
Lansing, Michigan 48933-1551

RE: Michigan Education Finance Act of 2013

Dear Mr. McLellen and Project Team:

I was very interested in hearing the announcement regarding your project in response to 
Governor Snyder’s request.  Michigan’s public school finance mechanism is archaic and 
grossly inequitable, and research suggests it has contributed considerably to an expanding 
academic achievement gap.

I am fortunate to lead a diverse school district that is working hard to meet the needs of 
students who increasingly come from impoverished and limited English-speaking families. 
Because I grew up in this area and actually attended school in this district, my concern for 
our kids and their families is personal and not career related. Here are just a few details 
concerning our district:

• We are a small (1800) urban district adjacent to Grand Rapids Public Schools in the oldest 
neighborhoods within the City of Wyoming.

• At least 85% of our students are on free-and-reduced lunch and the district serves the 
county’s highest percentage of school-age children living in poverty according to federal 
guidelines.

• We have the highest percentage of limited English proficient students in the State of 
Michigan, most of which have not even developed strong literacy skills in their native 
language.

• We have experienced unprecedented growth in enrollments as many young families seek 
lower-cost housing. Nearly 24% of our students are attending our schools on choice because 
we provide an attractive alternative for those desiring the benefits of a small school 
experience.

• The district has the fifth lowest state-equalized valuation (SEV) per pupil in the entire 
state.

• Our students score very low on the MEAP and MME although in recent years, owing to a 
temporary influx of federal funding that has supported innovative programming and 
increased teacher training, our high school scores have improved moving the school off 
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the 5% persistently low academic achievement list. Additionally, our Early Childhood Center was singled 
out last year by the State Board of Education for “Beating the Odds” in academic achievement.

If you knew anything about our district or my leadership style, you could only conclude that we are 
exceptionally innovative in a number of areas that impact student learning. We’ve accomplished this with 
very little funding support in an era where more and more testing is simply leading to punitive measures 
for poor, urban districts while very little attention is paid to our more affluent neighbors who are scoring 
higher on these tests. Despite the considerable gaps in funding, we’re considered a leader in the use of 
technology and providing English language learner supports. We are also studying a balanced-calendar to 
reduce summer learning loss.

We are also a frugal district when it comes to exploring ways to cut costs and protect funding for the 
classroom. We were the first district in this region to privatize our food service program more than 
twenty-five years ago. Since then, we have also turned over our entire custodial operation to a private 
company have several collaborative programs with our neighboring districts to cut the costs of special 
education and transportation. We’ve reduced our administrative costs to some of the lowest per-pupil in 
the region by combining or realigning job responsibilities and eliminating staffing.

My purpose for this letter is not to gain favored status for our district or to find fault with any of the areas 
being explored in this project,  but to ensure that the project group includes the considerable problem of 
inequitable school funding and its impact on perpetuating learning gaps particularly in districts like 
Godfrey-Lee that serve large numbers of urban poor and immigrant children. This past winter, I examined 
our district funding in comparison to other districts in Kent County as well as the more affluent Oakland 
County on the east side of the state. As you can imagine, there is a fairly strong correlation between 
academic achievement and state and local school funding. Bruce Baker (2012) sums it up as follows:

Put very simply, districts with higher student needs than surrounding districts in the same labor 
market don’t just require the same total revenue per pupil to get the job done. They require more. 
Higher need districts require more money simply to recruit and retain similar quantities (per 
pupil) of similar quality teachers. That is, they need to be able to pay a wage premium. In 
addition, higher need districts need to be able to both provide the additional program/service 
supports necessary for helping kids from disadvantaged backgrounds (including smaller classes 
in early grades) while still maintaining advanced and enriched course options.

In addition to the need for recruiting and retaining higher quality teachers, districts like Godfrey-Lee 
require ongoing training and development of administrators and teachers, extended school day 
opportunities and a longer school year for students who come to us behind in learning as well as 
accelerated learning opportunities for students who are achieving, smaller class sizes and blended learning 
opportunities, access to library and media center resources outside of the regular school day, learning 
opportunities away from the district to gain background knowledge and career perspectives, and basic life 
and health supports that are not always accessible by children living in poverty.  These are just some of 
the everyday needs that we’re not able to meet due to Michigan’s inequitable school funding mechanism.

In announcing your project and highlighting Governor Snyder’s K-12 initiatives, equitable funding to 
support students based on need did not appear to be a priority or even a consideration in designing a new 
Finance Act of 2013. This was my primary motive for addressing my concerns and providing the enclosed 
references for your team. A new funding system will be morally bankrupt if it does not provide for the 
added supports and resources necessary for children living in poverty, homeless, struggling with the 
English language, dealing with the fallout of transiency, or experiencing disabilities, to succeed on par 
with their more affluent peers. I’ve taken the liberty of enclosing a bibliography containing a number of 
studies, including my own, right up to the most recent conducted by the Mackinac Center in hopes that 
the project team will take these into account during your work.
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Both I and other members of our staff and community would be more than willing to provide additional 
information and testimony to support the good work of your team. Like you, we see the benefit of a new 
school finance system that is “based primarily on the interests of the student” (Oxford Foundation memo 
dated July 9, 2012). 

In the interest of transparency, I have forwarded a copy of this letter and enclosure to other educational 
policy leaders listed below. I am known for being outspoken on issues that I am passionate about and the 
future welfare of children choosing to attend Godfrey-Lee Public Schools is at the top of that list.

Thank you for taking the time to consider this input and again I encourage you to use the enclosed 
resources as part of the research you have undertaken. I can be reached at (616) 241-4722 or by email at 
dbritten@godfrey-lee.org.

Respectfully,

David Britten
Lieutenant Colonel, USA, Retired
Superintendent of Schools

Enclosure
as

CC: Governor Rick Snyder
 Senate Majority Leader Randy Richardville
 House Speaker Jase Bolger
 State Senator Mark Jansen
 State Representative Tom Hooker
 President John C. Austin, State Board of Education
 State Superintendent Mike Flanagan
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Britten, David G. (2012) K-12 Funding Perpetuates the Inequity of Opportunity  "...Michigan’s school 
funding system perpetuates inequity of opportunity and promotes a continuing cycle of poverty. The 
people who determine the course of school funding are our elected representatives and they bear the 
brunt of the blame for perpetuating a cycle of impoverished school districts and inequity of opportunity for 
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