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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

In his April 2011 special message on education reform, the first policy priority Gov. Rick 

Snyder outlined was early childhood – the need to assure that all Michigan children arrive 

at kindergarten ready to succeed in school. In the governor’s “P-20” education reform 

plan, preschool is a fundamental element of the “P” in “P-20.” Likewise, state schools 

superintendent Mike Flanagan kicked off the governor’s education finance reform efforts 

this summer by stating that early childhood and preschool programs are fundamental to 

system reform. “We can’t get to third-grade reading proficiency without it,” Flanagan 

said. “You can’t get there. It’s impossible.” 

 

High quality preschool is a proven, high-return-on-investment game-changer in public 

education. It results in significantly higher kindergarten readiness and grade school 

reading and math proficiency – especially for low-income and at-risk children.  

 

Michigan’s Great Start Readiness public preschool program (GSRP) must be improved in 

numerous ways to meet the governor’s goals for greatly improved educational outcomes.  

This policy brief recommends the state adopt new budget priorities to invest an additional 

$130 million per year to reform and expand GSRP. The strategies we outline are 

designed to result in a 40-percent increase in total GSRP enrollment and a 110-percent 

increase in total GSRP program hours to maximize kindergarten readiness and grade 

school reading and math proficiency.  

 

We recommend nine specific strategies to do so:   

 

 Fully convert GSRP to a full-day preschool program - because full-day preschool 

results in better student outcomes and is far more accessible for at-risk families. 

 

 Fund transportation for GSRP students to assure accessibility and enrollment.   
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 Change GSRP eligibility to best serve at-risk four year olds who need it most 

while also providing access to others.  

 

 Invest modestly in outreach to enroll the hardest-to-reach at-risk children. 

 

 Open the GSRP grant program to more private providers to increase access while 

also maintaining high-quality, measurable results.     

 

 Increase GSRP per-pupil funding to spur increased enrollment efforts by both 

public school and private community providers of GSRP programs. 

 

 Formally include GSRP in the state’s per-pupil school funding formula. 

 

 Improve coordination between state-funded Great Start preschools and federally 

funded Head Start preschools.   

 

 The success of these reforms can and should be measured over several years 

through clear metrics of kindergarten readiness and grade school reading and 

math proficiency. 

 

 

BACKGROUND  

 

High-quality preschool is a proven strategy to significantly improve kindergarten 

readiness, grade-school reading and math proficiency, and to achieve other long-term 

education gains. (See the attached Michigan Early Childhood Business Plan for 

documentation.) Reams of research conclusively shows high-quality preschool is a game-

changer. Many parents instinctively know this. Nine out of ten American families in 

upper income brackets send their four-year-old children to preschool.  

  

Michigan has helped children of lower income families access high-quality preschool for 

a quarter-century through the Great Start Readiness Program. Study after study shows 

that the children who enroll in GSRP far outperform those who don’t over their education 

careers. (See attached June 2012 GSRP program evaluation for latest details.) 

 

The GSRP program works. But it only works for those who receive it. And 40 percent 

of all Michigan four year olds now eligible for GSRP are not enrolled. That’s 30,000 

children deemed at-risk by current eligibility guidelines who could benefit from free 

preschool but don’t because there aren’t enough seats, because many don’t have 

transportation, and because there are no incentives to grow GSRP enrollment or 

community outreach to families who could most benefit from the program.  

 

The result: a preschool program that pays large dividends to those fortunate to enroll is 

also a high-stakes game of musical chairs, with far more kids than seats.  
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The challenge for Michigan policymakers: In the past decade, Michigan has not joined 

many other states that have significantly grown public preschool enrollment as a long-

term economic engine. How will Michigan’s eligible-but-not-enrolled four year olds 

become kindergarten-ready, math-proficient, and reading-proficient without preschool? 

 

This policy brief outlines options for state policymakers to develop a more complete 

high-quality public preschool program to assure that a maximum number of at-risk, low-

income and otherwise eligible children do, indeed, get the preschool they need to arrive at 

kindergarten ready to thrive and learn and become proficient readers. This high-quality 

preschool approach pays for itself over time.  

 

This policy brief is based on in-depth data analysis and dozens of interviews with state 

and national early childhood policy experts and economists, legislators, business and 

nonprofit leaders, intermediate school district superintendents, Michigan Department of 

Education analysts, front-line Great Start Readiness Program coordinators, leading 

demographers, and analysts from the Citizens Research Council of Michigan.  

 

The policy options and recommendations in this brief were authored by Center for 

Michigan and Public Sector Consultants.   

 

 

UNMET NEED FOR PUBLIC PRESCHOOL IN MICHIGAN 

 

Michigan has never attempted to provide public preschool for its full population of low-

to-moderate-income four year olds. Therefore, fully estimating unmet need for preschool 

has not previously been a top priority at the state, regional, or local levels.  

 

There are approximately 120,000 four year olds in Michigan.  

 

An estimated 45,000 of these four-year-olds are from middle and upper income families 

(living in households with income greater than 300 percent of the federal poverty level.) 

Most of those children are in private preschool programs paid for by parents. For these 

upper income families, the private market is taking care of itself. 

 

That leaves 75,000 four year olds living in what Michigan currently considers to be “low 

income” households below 300 percent of the federal poverty line.  Two public preschool 

programs are available for some of these four year olds - the federally funded Head Start 

program and the state-funded Great Start (GSRP) program. 

 

The federally funded Head Start preschool program serves many of those from the lowest 

income families. These households are below the federal poverty line ($23,050 annual 

income or less for a family of four). Head Start serves an estimated 19,500 four-year-olds 

across the state.  

 

Special education and other specialized programs serve an estimated 3,200 four-year-olds 

in households below 300 percent of the federal poverty level. 
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That leaves an estimated 52,300 four year olds in households with income below 300 

percent of the federal poverty level. These four year olds are eligible for the state GSRP 

program. Just more than 23,000 were in GSRP in the 2011-12 school year. More than 

29,000 were eligible but not enrolled.  

 

We can confidently call this a conservative estimate (see attached methodology) of the 

population of four year olds who are eligible but not enrolled in public preschool. The 

number is surely higher than 29,000 in part because up to one-fourth of all GSRP slots 

can go to four year olds in households above 300 percent of the federal poverty level.  

 

In short, Michigan provides GSRP seats for far fewer than half the four year olds who are 

currently eligible for GSRP. Even when all other Head Start and special education 

programs that offer preschool to some low-income children are considered, roughly four 

in ten Michigan four year olds who qualify for free public preschool are not enrolled. 

 

In interviews across the state, GSRP program coordinators, school superintendents, 

leaders of child-focused nonprofit organizations, Michigan Department of Education 

analysts and other early childhood experts have agreed with these estimates. All 

acknowledged that GSRP does not come even remotely close to serving the income-

eligible population. Washtenaw County ISD Superintendent Scott Menzel summed up 

these common conclusions: “Obviously, there’s unmet need. Too many children in need 

don’t have access to a quality preschool experience. If we’re serious about ending the 

black-white achievement gap and closing the school-to-prison pipeline, we need to 

address this preschool gap in Michigan.” 

 

Our complete statewide preschool census and its methodology are attached. The 

summary math and a regional breakdown of our findings: 

 

TOTAL STATEWIDE FOUR YEAR OLDS    120,000 

MIDDLE & UPPER INCOME FOUR YEAR OLDS     44,700 

EXTREME LOW INCOME FOUR YEAR OLDS (HEAD START)   19,500 

FOUR YEAR OLDS IN SPECIAL ED/SPECIAL PROGRAMS      3,200 

FOUR YEAR OLDS IN GSRP        23,200 

 

GSRP-ELIGIBLE BUT UN-ENROLLED FOUR YEAR OLDS    29,400 
 



5 

 

TOTAL PUBLIC 4-YR-OLDS UNMET  UNMET

COUNTY OR REGION PRE-K 4-YR-OLD < 300 % NEED NEED %

ENROLLMENT POVERTY

ALLEGAN 424                             1062 638          60%

BRANCH 253                             456 203          44%

CAPITOL AREA 2,409                          3,858 1,449       38% Ingham, Eaton, Clinton, Shiawassee

GENESEE 2,822                          3793 971          26%

JACKSON-HILLSDALE 1,018                          1,812 794          44%

KALAMAZOO 1,113                          1974 861          44%

KENT 2,975                          5875 2,900       49%

LENAWEE 360                             745 385          52%

LIVINGSTON 424                             805 381          47%

MACOMB 2,168                          5116 2,948       58%

MONROE 451                             936 485          52%

MUSKEGON-OCEANA 1,519                          2,013 494          25%

NORTHEAST MICH 3,694                          5,365               1,671       31% Sprawling, 21-county area

NORTHWEST MICHIGAN 1,289                          2,265 976          43% 10-counties: Cadillac, TC, Petoskey

OAKLAND 2,571                          5564 2,993       54%

OTTAWA 1,034                          2047 1,013       49%

SAGINAW 1,407                          1542 135          9%

SOUTH-CENTRAL 1,547                          2,516 969          39% Barry, Calhoun, St. Joseph

SOUTHWEST TRI-COUNTIES 1,666                          2,508 842          34% Berrien, Cass, Van Buren

ST. CLAIR 547                             1196 649          54%

UPPER PENINSULA 1,610                          2126 516          24%

WASHTENAW 967                             1789 822          46%

WAYNE 11,672                        16951 5,279       31%

WEST-CENTRAL 1,132                          1,992 860          43% Gratiot, Isabella, Ionia, Montcalm

WEST-LAKE MICHIGAN 812                             994 182          18% Manistee, Mason-Lake, Newaygo

TOTALS 45,884                        75,300 29,416     39%

MICHIGAN PUBLIC PRE-K: WHO'S ENROLLED AND WHO'S NOT?

 

 

EXPANDING PUBLIC PRE-K: OPTIONS FOR CLOSING THE GAP 

 

Nationwide, public preschool enrollment has grown dramatically in the past decade – 

nearly doubling. In stark contrast to this national trend, the percentage of all Michigan 

four year olds who are enrolled in public preschool declined by one percent in the past 

decade.  

 

Michigan policymakers have many options to expand public preschool as a game-

changing, long-term, money-saving strategy to improve kindergarten readiness and grade 

school math and reading proficiency, while decreasing drop-out rates and grade retention. 

In developing the policy options below, we have discussed current logistical hurdles and 

future preschool opportunities with early childhood experts, business leaders, and 

preschool providers across the state. And we have borrowed from the public preschool 

practices in states across the nation by using national policy research, such as the annual 

“State Preschool Yearbook” produced by the National Institute for Early Education 

Research at Rutgers University.  
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Option 1: Add GSRP capacity 

 

Michigan funds its state preschool program through an annual block grant of preschool 

slots to intermediate school districts, which then distribute the slots and funding to local 

school districts and other nonprofit GSRP providers. Funding is set at $3,400 per half-day 

slot. The total state investment in GSRP for fiscal year 2012-13 is $109 million from the 

school aid fund. 

 

The bluntest way of beginning to address the eligible-but-unenrolled four-year-old 

population would be to open more half-day slots at the current rate of $3,400 per slot.  

 

The cost would be approximately $102 million to offer slots for the full population of 

30,000 eligible-but-not-enrolled four year olds across the state. But the idea of universal 

enrollment in voluntary public preschool is unrealistic for many reasons, including the 

challenging logistics of transportation for working low-income families and public 

outreach to attract the toughest-to-reach low-income and transient populations.  

 

Oklahoma leads the nation with almost three-quarters of its eligible four year olds 

enrolled in high quality state-funded preschool. If Michigan managed to reach 

Oklahoma’s enrollment levels, it would take an additional 22,500 slots at a cost of $76.5 

million. Other expansion options would include $51 million for 15,000 slots (enough to 

cut the current enrollment gap by half) or $34 million for 10,000 slots (enough to reduce 

the enrollment gap by one third). 

 

But, policymakers be warned… current GSRP providers and policy experts caution in the 

strongest possible terms that simply providing more slots - without addressing additional 

transportation, convenience, outreach, and other logistical issues discussed below – will 

prove only marginally effective. 

  

Option 2: Shift GSRP to full-day programs to increase effectiveness and relevance 

for eligible families 

 

Half-day preschool is good. Full-day preschool is far better in terms of increasing 

enrollment and educational outcomes. Michigan currently offers a complex mix of the 

two, causing confusion for some parents and lack of access for others.  

 

After closely following students in both half- and full-day preschool programs, the 

National Institute for Early Education Research at Rutgers University concluded:   

 
“Even students who are far behind at entry to preschool can develop vocabulary, math, and 

literacy skills that approach national norms if provided with extended-duration preschool that 

maintains reasonable quality standards. By the Spring kindergarten assessment, children in the 

extended-duration program had improved 11 to 12 standard points on vocabulary and math 

skills. Children in half-day programs also improved, but to a lesser degree, 6 to 7 standard score 

points on vocabulary and math). Thus, the added hours of preschool education were substantially 

effective at closing the achievement gap between these urban children and their more advantaged 
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peers…Extended-day preschool of good quality had dramatic and lasting effects on children’s 

learning across a broad range of knowledge and skills. As many families need full-day programs 

for their 4-year-olds to accommodate parent work schedules, the evidence that full-day preschool 

education can meet child care needs and benefit children’s learning should be of high interest to 

parents and policymakers. Indeed, some children, particularly those in low-income working 

families, will miss out on high quality preschool education altogether if only a half-day public 

program is available.” 

  

In a Tulsa, Oklahoma study, full-day pre-K placed low-income children at the same 

readiness level – or higher – than their middle-class peers.  

 

And in Michigan, a recently completed four-year study found that students in Grand 

Rapids’ full-day GSRP program achieved significantly higher learning progress by the 

end of preschool than those in a half-day GSRP. The achievement gap between half- and 

full-day students was even wider for children considered most at-risk and for English as a 

second language learners.  

 

Full-day programs also have considerable potential to increase participation. Across the 

state, program coordinators indicate that many working families do not enroll in GSRP 

because of the family logistical hurdles inherent in half-day programs. “What do you do 

with the kids the rest of the day? How do you transport the kids in the middle of the work 

day?” These are common refrains.  

 

Recognizing the increased value of full-day preschool, Michigan GSRP administrators 

have undertaken a partial shift to full-day in recent years. But that means even fewer 

eligible children are served because each full-day student uses two half-day GSRP slots. 

It’s a robbing of Peter to pay Paul. Those in full-day GSRP account for only one-third of 

the total children served by GSRP – but they use half the total money in the program. 

 

According to state data, approximately 7,700 four year olds receive full-day preschool 

through the use of two half-day slots. Another 600 receive a “blend” of a half day in 

federally funded Head Start and the rest of the day in state-funded GSRP.   

 

Policymakers can expand the full-day GSRP offerings. Doing so would lead to improved 

kindergarten readiness and other educational outcomes. And it would encourage 

participation among working and low-income families for whom the logistics of half-day 

preschool are simply impractical.  

 

At current GSRP slot funding levels of $3,400 per slot, cost estimates of shifting to full-

day preschool are:   

 

 Approximately $55 million to shift all current half-day GSRP slots to full-day. 

 

 Another estimated $134 million to expand full-day GSRP to the rest of the 

eligible but currently unenrolled population. (This estimate anticipates that two-

thirds of the 29,400 currently eligible but unenrolled four year olds would be 

served by this expansion.)  
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Option 3: Provide transportation for GSRP four year olds  

 

Transportation is a make-or-break issue for many GSRP-eligible families. Some do not 

have vehicles, others do not have gas money, and many have work constraints 

inconsistent with the start and end times of the GSRP classroom schedule.  

 

In Algonac, the school district has committed to proving school busses for GSRP four 

year olds. The result: a preschool enrollment increase of 33 percent (from 36 to 48 slots) 

in one year.  Algonac used local funds to underwrite transportation costs.  

 

They’ve just made it a priority,” said St. Clair County RESA Superintendent Dan 

DeGrow.  

 

Algonac is the exception rather than the rule.  

 

While statewide data is not readily available, many school districts do not provide bus 

transportation for GSRP four year olds. Some districts bused GSRP students in the past  

but axed the service in budget cuts in recent years. The lack of transportation shuts off 

access to GSRP for many low- and moderate-income families who could most benefit 

from the public preschool program.  

 

In Kent County, for example, Grand Rapids previously spent a half-million dollars on 

GSRP busing but cut it this year. Also in Kent County, Kelloggsville recently cut 

transportation after transporting 140 four year olds to GSRP in previous years. Now those 

families will have to find their own way to GSRP classrooms. 

 

One potential partial solution to the transportation would be increased coordination with 

federally funded Head Start programs that provide transportation. But that’s far from a 

universal approach now. In Livingston County, the mother of a GSRP four year old can 

stand on her doorstep and watch buses for Head Start preschoolers as well as K-12 

students drive right by. No such bus is available for GSRP students. To help with this 

transportation quandary, the Livingston United Way provides gas cards for low-income 

families to help them get their kids to public Pre-K. The gas card supply is gone halfway 

through the year. Local GSRP coordinators suspect that the lack of transportation is one 

main reason why 700 families expressed interest in GSRP last year but only 500 signed 

up and the other 200 were never heard from again. 

 

 “You don’t get these logistical issues with kindergarten, said Pat Convery, president of 

the Howell Chamber of Commerce and an advocate for public preschool expansion. 

“People just enroll their kids in kindergarten.”  

 

State policymakers could, conceivably, require GSRP providers to provide transportation 

as a condition of GSRP funding. But, at current funding levels, some number of current 

providers would likely drop out of the program due to budget constraints. 
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Solutions to the preschool transportation problem are not simple. But it’s a fundamental 

issue. Failing to address it will continue to depress parental interest in GSRP even if state 

policymakers provided additional funding to increase the number of slots available.  

 

“It’s a huge problem,” said Livingston ISD Superintendent Dave Campbell. Even with 

preschool teacher pay averaging $23,000 per year in Livingston, “we just break even” on 

the $3,400 per slot state GSRP grant, Campbell said. “There simply isn’t enough left over 

to pay for transportation.” With no funds available in his judgment, Campbell said he 

hasn’t attempted to negotiate any type of local financial arrangement that would allow 

GSRP kids to get on the HeadStart buses 

 

State policymakers could provide dedicated transportation funding in the GSRP budget. 

 

According to data from the Citizens Research Council of Michigan, the average statewide 

cost per K-12 bus rider was $718 in 2010.  

 

Providing $725 per pupil in dedicated transportation funding for existing GSRP enrollees 

would cost an estimated $17 million per year. Providing that same transportation funding 

to two thirds of the currently eligible but un-enrolled population would cost an additional 

$14.3 million. 

 

Option 4: Change GSRP eligibility to intensely target families most in need while 

maintaining access for others 

 

“I think it’s fair to say we are missing the highest-risk kids. They are always the hardest 

to get.” – Riley Alley, St. Clair County Great Start Readiness program coordinator. 

 

That’s a common conclusion among GSRP program coordinators across Michigan. 

 

“Our preschool program is not targeted to the most vulnerable children,” Judy Samelson, 

CEO of Michigan’s Early Childhood Investment Corporation told us. “We’ve seen school 

superintendents’ kids in some of the programs.” 

   

We studied preschool funding strategies and enrollment strategies in a dozen states other 

with impressive public preschool enrollment growth trends over the past decade, as 

tracked by the National Institute for Early Education Research. Four of those states offer 

universal access to preschool regardless of family income – an approach that we are not 

contemplating here. For the rest, the focus is on low income four year olds, mostly below 

200 percent of the federal poverty line.  

 

We do not know the exact income levels of all families served now by GSRP. Michigan’s 

GSRP focus is somewhat below 200 percent of the federal poverty line. But Michigan’s 

program also accepts enrollees above 200 percent of poverty if they have other risk 

factors, such as disabilities, “severe or challenging behavior,” English as a second 

language, parents with low educational attainment, or evidence of abuse or neglect in the 

family’s history  
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In fact, up to one-fourth of all GSRP slots can go to children living in households above 

300 percent of the poverty line if those families have some of the other risk factors. But at 

that higher income level, GSRP transitions to serving middle class populations without 

nearly fully serving lower income populations who can most benefit from public 

preschool.  

 

We estimate there are at least 54,400 four year olds in families with incomes below 200 

percent of poverty. We estimate there are at least 20,900 four year olds in families with 

incomes between 200 percent and 300 percent of poverty. The income differences for 

families at those two levels:   

 
200% 300%

FPL FPL

Michigan 4 yr. olds below this income level 54,400 20,900

Income for a family of two 30,260$       45,390$       

Income for a family of three 38,180$       57,270$       

Income for a family of four 46,100$       69,150$       

Income for a family of five 54,020$       81,030$        
 

Clearly, nowhere near all of the GSRP-eligible four-year olds below 200 percent of the 

poverty line are enrolled now. Instead, the picture is likely something like this: 

 
Michigan 4 yr. olds below 200 percent FPL income 54,400

Those served by Head Start 19,500

Those served by Special Ed & Other Programs (est.) 2,925

GSRP slots going to those above 200 percent FPL (rough assumption) 7,650

GSRP slots going to those below 200 percent FPL (rough assumption) 15,500

Total 4 yr olds under 200 percent FPL in Head Start/GSRP/Other combined (rough assumption) 37,925

Rough estimate of MI 4 year olds < 200 % FPL not enrolled in GSRP/other public programs 16,475

 

State policymakers could choose to address this issue by changing GSRP eligibility 

guidelines. But there may be negative unintended consequences of doing so. Some early 

childhood policy experts warn that the tighter the eligibility requirements, the more 

stigma may be attached to preschool programs. In other words, the general public can 

increasingly view public preschool as a program for low income families – and that 

stigma can dissuade families from all income levels from participating. 

 

Options for changing eligibility to reach more of the low income four year olds most in 

need while still maintaining affordable access for moderate income families:  

 

 Maintain free GSRP for four year olds below 200 is percent of the federal poverty 

line (as numerous other states do). 

 

 Provide half tuition GSRP for four year olds between 200-300 percent of the 

federal poverty line and others in higher income families with significant risk 

factors. Or, offer this same demographic group a choice between half tuition for 

full-day GSRP or free GSRP for a half day.  
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 Offer additional GSRP slots statewide to all families above income eligibility 

guidelines as long as those families pay full price for the public preschool. Some 

Michigan school districts do this now. This option can be an attractive choice for 

middle and upper income families. The per-student cost of full-day GSRP is 

competitive with the annual costs charged by private preschool and daycare 

providers. As of 2009, the average annual costs of full-time child care for four 

year olds in Michigan was $7,550, according to the National Association of Child 

Care Resource and Referral Agencies. This kind of wide-access strategy can help 

eliminate any low-income stigma attached to GSRP and help assure a positive 

environment of mixed-income students in GSRP.  

 

Option 5: Intensify public outreach to expand GSRP enrollment 
 

Lower income families are particularly transient and many move throughout the school 

year, making them particularly hard for GSRP program coordinators to reach. 

 

“You try to find these people,” said St. Clair County ISD Superintendent Dan DeGrow. 

“What are you going to do? Go door to door?” 

 

That is exactly what one enterprising teacher did in Kenowa Hills in Kent County when 

she was recently charged with starting a GSRP program. She went door to door in 

apartment complexes to fill her classroom.  

 

In his interview with us, DeGrow developed an idea: if he could identify a modest 

funding stream, he could employ preschool teachers throughout the summer to do just 

what that Kenowa Hills teacher did – actively work to fill preschool classrooms for fall. 

 

DeGrow’s peer ISD superintendent in Washtenaw County, Scott Menzel, further 

concluded that if GSRP funding included a modest per student allotment for recruiting 

purposes “it could go a long way.”  

 

If GSRP providers developed more active marketing strategies, they could also borrow 

from the best practices of private providers. For example, Ready for School is a nonprofit 

initiative to ensure that all children in the three communities of Holland, Zeeland and 

Hamilton enter kindergarten prepared to succeed. Ready for School works to enhance 

existing public and private preschool programs through intense marketing and public 

outreach.  

 

“We’re working very hard to build trust in these communities,” said Ready for School 

President Pat Verduin. Our people look like the people in the communities we’re trying 

to reach (mainly the Hispanic community).” Ready for School has gone census tract by 

census tract to identify key “Opportunity Zones.” On August 20, they’re running a 

popsicle truck through those communities and each child and family that takes a treat also 

gets fliers on local preschool programs and other early childhood initiatives. They are 



12 

 

distributing five separate fliers in the last six weeks of summer and they recruit at 

farmers’ markets.  

 

Finally, state government agencies and regional human services providers could improve 

collaboration to help GSRP service providers reach moderate- and low-income families, 

suggested Larry Schweinhart, president of the High Scope Educational Research 

Foundation and one of the state’s leading authorities on early childhood policy. 

 

In summary, state policymakers could further help ensure public preschool for the at risk 

families most in need through:  

 

 Cabinet-level coordination to market the GSRP program to families who also 

receive some form of public assistance or other state-run human services. 

 

 Investing in a $9 million GSRP outreach budget to be distributed on a per-student 

basis to intermediate school districts and private GSRP providers.  In keeping 

with the governor’s performance-based budgeting philosophy, a proportion of 

such outreach funds could be used to reward actual enrollment results on an 

annual basis. 

 

Option 6: Reform the GSRP funding formula 

 

Some state and national early childhood policy experts and advocates contend Michigan 

has its preschool funding formula exactly backwards.  

 

In contrast to the constitutionally guaranteed free public education for all K-12 students 

in Michigan, the state’s public preschool system has a built-in, institutional closing of the 

door way before all eligible children are served.  

 

For K-12, the per-pupil funding allotment incentivizes school districts to maximize 

enrollment – there’s state funding for every student the schools attract. For preschool, the 

state arbitrarily declares how much money it has, divvies it out to regional ISDs and other 

GSRP service providers, and when the slots are full, waiting lists begin. Everybody 

involved knows that when the slots are full a large proportion of eligible-but-not-enrolled 

four year olds remains. There is no incentive or practical reason for individual GSRP 

programs to continue to market their programs once all the slots are full. 

 

In other words, the governor and state schools superintendent have declared preschool 

and other early childhood strategies to be fundamental keys to K-12 student proficiency. 

But, in practice, the state school funding formula considers GSRP funding as a last 

priority. 

 

“That’s exactly right,” concurred ECIC CEO Judy Samelson. “It’s about formulas, not 

meeting goals. Are you committed to school readiness or not?” 
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We studied preschool funding strategies in states with impressive public preschool 

enrollment growth trends over the past decade. We found four – Iowa, West Virginia, 

Oklahoma and Maryland – where the school funding formulas consider actual preschool 

population trends and actual enrollment needs each year. So, funding grows (or, 

conceivably, shrinks) with demand. Some national preschool policy experts contend that 

state funding systems like those are inherently better prepared than Michigan to tackle 

unmet preschool need. 

 

Also, current GSRP providers contend the current slot allotment of $3,400 per year 

discourages efforts to grow enrollment. The actual per-student costs of running GSRP 

programs per four year old are $4,200 to $5,200, according to estimates from the 

Michigan Department of Education and the National Institute for Early Education 

Research (NIEER). Preschool costs are elevated by adult-to-child classroom ratios aimed 

at providing high-quality programs. GSRP classroom sizes are capped at 18 four-year-

olds and there must be one adult (including a mix of teachers and aides) for every eight 

children. As of 2007, the Institute for Women’s Policy Research estimated that the annual 

per-student costs for high-quality full-day Pre-K programs at $7,400-$8,300. Spending on 

federally Head Start preschool is roughly $7,000 per year per student for a program that 

includes full-day preschool and numerous other early childhood health and family 

services. The GSRP per-student allocation has been $3,400 since the 2007-08 school 

year. It was $3,300 per student from 2000-2007. It was $2,500 per student in 1991. Had 

GSRP per student kept pace with inflation since 2000, today’s allocation would be 

$4,390. Michigan ranks 18
th

 nationally in state Pre-K spending per student. MDE analysts 

told us they place a higher priority on increasing the per-slot allocation than increasing 

enrollment under the theory that higher investment per slot leads to better quality. And, 

they contend, funding high-quality programs is more effective than lower base funding to 

serve more overall children.  

 

Third, the current GSRP funding formula combined with the required adult-to-student 

ratios result in built-in capacity shortages and un-served children. School districts are 

likely to only invest in full preschool – they’ll staff at one adult for every eight kinds and 

full classrooms of 18 students. So, if the GSRP funding formula results in an allocation of 

21 preschool slots for a district, that district is likely to fill its 18-child preschool 

classroom and decline to use its other three allocated slots. This problem, combined with 

incomplete local recruiting and other factors, resulted in local school districts returning 

$2.1 million in GSRP funding to the state last year. That’s enough to fund more than 300 

full-day preschool slots. In recent years, according to MDE analysts, a small number of 

school districts that could not fill full GSRP classrooms have simply ended their GSRP 

programs. When districts decline to use allocated slots, other districts end up using them. 

But, the result in 2011-12 was 615 originally funded but ultimately un-served children in 

the districts that originally received the slots.   

 

In summary, strategies for reforming the GSRP funding formula could include: 

 

 Better integrating GSRP into the K-12 per pupil funding formula to address actual 

preschool enrollment needs. 
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 Increasing the per slot allocation to incentivize GSRP providers to increase 

preschool enrollment. By way of example, increasing the per-slot allocation from 

$3,400 to $3,750 would cost approximately $11 million more per year for current 

GSRP enrollment levels.  . That same $350 per-slot increase would cost 

approximately $160 million more per year if the GSRP program shifted to a full-

day preschool system and also expanded to serve two-thirds of the eligible but not 

enrolled population.  

 

 Leveraging the new ISD county-level coordination of GSRP slots to provide 

alternatives for four year olds left out when individual school districts turn back 

slots when they fail to fill full preschool classrooms. 

 

Option 7: Spur enrollment by expanding the GSRP competitive grant program 

 

To expand public preschool access, state policymakers could look beyond traditional 

public schools and expand publicly funded GSRP options elsewhere.  

 

Currently, about 8.5 percent of GSRP funding goes to competitive Pre-K programs 

offered outside of traditional K-12 schools or ISDs. These additional GSRP providers 

include community organizations such as YMCAs, private market preschool providers, 

community colleges, and nonprofit organizations.  

 

Some state business leaders have encouraged expansion of this approach in hopes of 

encouraging healthy competition and innovation in state-funded preschool offerings. 

Michigan Department of Education analysts also have told us they believe there is unmet 

demand for these competitive GSRP programs across the state.  

 

One issue here is the cost of preschool teachers. Local GSRP coordinators have reported 

preschool teachers in traditional public school settings earning anywhere between $17 an 

hour to $90,000 per year. Some are unionized. Others are not included in school district 

union contracts. And, in many cases, health care and pension contributions come out of 

the $3,400 GSRP per slot allotments. 

 

Other nonschool providers may be able to stretch the $3,400 per slot GSRP allotments 

farther than public school pay practices may allow. 

 

At the same time, GSRP program requirements include specialized certifications for 

teachers and specialized, state-approved curriculum. Many private preschool providers 

with more informal programs or other potential non-school GSRP providers may not be 

able to – or may not want to – meet GSRP curriculum requirements or hire teachers with 

special early childhood certification as GSRP does.  

 

The question for policymakers is whether they could stretch GSRP funding further in 

non-school settings while still assuring the high-quality staff and curriculum that repeated 
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studies have shown to produce significant learning gains the students enrolled in 

traditional GSRP settings.  

 

Perhaps the only way to answer that question is experimentation with additional GSRP 

competitive grant approaches. It’s not a novel concept. Arkansas achieved 38 percent 

enrollment growth in the past decade in its high-quality public preschool program. Yet 

only 55 percent of those public preschool students are in traditional public school settings 

– the rest are served through private providers, a small number through churches, and 

some through colleges with preschool programs. Though it should be noted that Arkansas 

spends more per preschool student than Michigan, even with these efficiencies. 

 

Option 7: Fully coordinate Head Start and GSRP preschool programs 
 

Imagine the potential for deep confusion if you are a low-to-moderate-income family 

seeking to enroll your four year old in public preschool in Michigan. 

 

The state has a 19-step decision tree to determine whether the child qualifies for the 

federally funded Head Start program for extremely low-income families or the state-

funded Great Start program for others. 

 

Michigan contains nearly three dozen Head Start agencies, including some intermediate 

school districts, local school districts, and a patchwork of nonprofit groups including 

human service agencies. In many cases, the service areas of the Head Start providers do 

not closely match the service areas of the many local school districts that provide Great 

Start.  

 

The Head Start and Great Start programs are quite different. Head Start is designed to be 

an intensive full-day program for four- and three year olds. Head Start includes 

transportation in many cases. Depending on locale, Great Start can be a half-day or full- 

day or even alternating-day program. And Great Start is exclusively for four year olds. 

Great Start does not include transportation in many cases. As already noted, in some 

locales Head Start buses drive right by the homes of Great Start children who then don’t 

have their own bus transportation. 

 

If a family comes into a Great Start program but is eligible for Head Start, they are 

automatically referred to Head Start. If there’s a Head Start spot, the child can enroll. If 

there is not a Head Start spot, the child is placed on a waiting list. Head Start may, or may 

not, then refer their waiting list children back to Great Start. Then again, a parent can 

decline Head Start in favor of Great Start if they choose and know how to do so.  

 

In some regions, Head Start and Great Start program coordinators have collaborated on a  

joint application to ease the confusion. In other regions, such joint applications do not 

exist.  

 

Last year, nearly 600 four year olds benefitted from a great example of collaboration – 

those kids received full-day blended preschool using both Great Start and Head Start. We 
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found those blended programs operating modestly in 11 regions of the state. Thirteen 

other regions did not offer such blended programs.  

 

In some regions, Head Start and Great Start programs are coordinated out of joint offices 

at intermediate school districts. In other places such joint offices do not exist. 

 

Add to that confusion a recent federal investigation and audits suggesting years of 

misspending and mismanagement in Detroit’s Head Start program.  

 

As one Michigan public preschool administrator told us: “There are a long list of items 

that are connected to this very issue…. There are a number of ‘issues’ if you will between 

Head Start and GSRP when it comes to enrollment, sharing of wait list, following proper 

prioritization of highest needs children, and the list sadly goes on. This is what we refer 

to as competition among programs, and an issue that we continue to work around for 

solutions. In the past five years the greatest success has come from improving local 

relationships around a coordinated plan for enrollment… Unfortunately there are 

negative things that happen on all sides of preschool and child care included that often 

lead to soured relationships and misunderstanding versus improved relationships and 

increased collaboration.” 

 

Obviously, if Michigan started from scratch today, this is not how it would design a 

cohesive statewide public preschool system. 

 

There is a movement to address these problems in some Michigan regions. In Kalamazoo 

County, for example, the intermediate school district is moving to take over Head Start 

from the county. The county administrator outlined the reasons in a recommendation 

earlier this year: "The further consolidation and collaboration of early childhood 

education programs and services… will enhance the community's goal of improving the 

quality of early childhood education across the board and to increase the number of 

available slots for children in need in services over time." 

 

Michigan policymakers should consider how to encourage more collaboration between 

Head Start and GSRP at the state level.  Consider strategic approaches in other areas – 

such as Kentucky, Washington, D.C., and the Harlem Children’s Zone  –  to create more 

cohesive blending of state- and federally funded preschool. Goals in such reforms include 

efficiency and avoiding duplication of effort. 

 

Among the options in Michigan is to use Head Start centers to more fully serve low 

income three year olds. Research shows strong benefits for low income children who 

receive two years of preschool. Head Start is open to both four and three year olds.  
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SUMMARY RECOMMENDATIONS TO IMPROVE PUBLIC PRESCHOOL 

 

Policymakers have an excellent opportunity to greatly improve the effectiveness of and 

access to Michigan’s public preschool programs through the 2012-13 state budget 

negotiations and through Gov. Rick Snyder’s ongoing process to overhaul the state’s 

school finance system. 

 

Doing so has long-term very positive implications for the state’s residents, taxpayers, and 

employers who depend on Michigan’s talent pipeline and the state’s economy in general.  

 

Based on our fact-finding to date, we recommend the following strategies to improve 

Michigan’s public preschool system:  

 

 Fully convert GSRP to a full-day preschool program - because full-day preschool 

results in better student outcomes and is far more accessible for at-risk families. 

 

 Fund transportation for GSRP students to assure accessibility and enrollment. 

Without transportation, GSRP will remain off limits for many of the families and 

children who can benefit most from the program. 

  

 Change GSRP eligibility to best serve at-risk four year olds who need it most. 

Make GSRP available at no cost to all four year olds in households with income 

under 200 percent of the federal poverty level. Provide half tuition for four year 

olds in households between 200 percent and 300 percent of the federal poverty 

level. 

 

 Invest modestly in outreach to enroll the hardest-to-reach at-risk children. 

 

 Open the GSRP grant program to more private providers to create an environment 

of increased access and improved competition and innovation. But do so in ways 

that maintain high-quality programs, accountability, and measurable results. 

 

 Increase GSRP per pupil funding to $7,500 per full-day slot (compared to $6,800 

now). Doing so can spur increased enrollment efforts by both public school and 

private community providers of GSRP programs. 

 

 Formally include GSRP in Michigan’s per-pupil school funding formula. Doing 

so formalizes public preschool as a high strategic priority for the state and better 

assures that supply of seats can meet demand. 

 

 Improve coordination between state-funded Great Start preschools and federally 

funded Head Start preschools to promote efficiency and maximize public 

preschool enrollment.   
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 The success of these reforms can and should be measured over several years 

through clear metrics of kindergarten readiness and grade school reading and 

math proficiency. 

 

Cost implications of these strategic improvements: 

 
GSRP for all under 200 % of FPL not in Head Start /other programs. Estimated 70 % enrollment (22,400 students @ $7,500) $168,000,000

1/2 GSRP full tuition or free 1/2 day GSRP for those at 200-300 % of FPL or with risk factors. And provide statewide  

enrollment options at full pirce for others with higher incomes. Anticipate 10,000 enrollment through these approaches. $37,500,000

Two-way bus transportation for all GSRP students (32,400 students @ $725 each) $24,300,000

Provide marketing and outreach staff & resources on a per pupil basis $9,000,000

TOTAL COST OF EXPANDED FULL-DAY GRSP PROGRAM $238,800,000

CURRENT GSRP ANNUAL APPROPRIATION $109,000,000

NET NEW COSTS OF EXPANDED FULL-DAY GSRP PROGRAM $129,800,000

 

 

Results of this investment would include: 

 

 A 40-percent increase in total GSRP enrollment - from 23,200 to 32,400. 

 

 Nearly 58,000 four-year-olds served by some form of formal public preschool be 

it Head Start, Great Start, special education or other specialized programs. That’s 

nearly half the four-year-old population of the state.  

 

 


