
Text of comments presented at Public Comment during the Grand Rapids Board of 
Education Meeting, October 7, 2019

Grand Rapids for Education Justice (GREJ) is against the two-tier education system 
that exists with GRPS, where students from poor families and students of color 
disproportionately have access to fewer resources necessary for a proper education, as 
well as having second-rate facilities. GREJ also objects to the rise of the corporate 
education model which has led to the privatization of services at GRPS, such as busing 
services, custodial services, and curriculum, all with separate boards of oversight.
GREJ wants to see our teachers be fully respected and with a fair salary, access to their 
necessary resources, with appropriate classroom sizes and minimal use of substitute 
teachers as long-term surrogate teachers.
GREJ wants our students, parents, and other members of our great diverse community 
to be enabled to have a larger interactive role in the future of PUBLIC education.
GREJ opposes the significant influence of the business interests on the school 
curriculum, business interests who even have their own advisory council in our district. 
We oppose the charter school-like entities that exist within the GRPS system. We see 
as a threat the furthering of the corporate model as it is being pushed across the 
country by Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos.
****************
I worked in the District for 18 years in Special Education. I’ve worked with families who 
went to great lengths to bring their kids here. When I came on board, it was a very 
different District than it is now. Over the years many people have come to this table and 
brought their issues with teachers or administrators. IEP issues, bullying, lack of books, 
cold or hot and buildings, issues with asbestos, classroom doors glued shut. 
Unappealing lunches, valedictorians who had to take remedial classes in college. There 
were too many substitute teachers. There have been a lot of issues brought to this 
Board.
MSU Professor David Arsen, wrote in 2017:
“Over the last 15 years, the average district’s per pupil funding has declined 25% after 
adjusting for inflation, and funding for high-needs kids has seriously eroded.”
Federal and State Government funding sent to the District has been reduced. But, the 
District chooses how that money is allocated for students.
This District relies heavily on Philanthropic gifts. The “Transformation” was code-word 
for ‘choice’. Families bid into these programs. Students from other Districts also. There 
was ‘private money’ to make up for the loss of State funding to support these “choice 
programs”.
“School of Choice” permitted parents to segregate their child from their neighborhood 
school with public funding. City High has 149 School of Choice students. CA Frost High 
has 13 students. Union High, 11. Innovation Central, 5. Grand Rapids University Prep, 
5. Ottawa High, 2.



There are theme Schools too. The Museum School, Economicology, Frost and 9 others. 
The applicants take a test, perhaps, write an essay. The school interviews the student 
and parent and then a computer selects the student body.
There are 451 students in these special programs. But, GRPS has thousands of other 
students.
During 2016-17 school year, 797 students were homeless. This is a 26% increase from 
632 students in 2015-16. The District report says, “Poverty in combination with illness, 
disabilities, disaster, violence, crime, war and extreme family conflict drive 
homelessness.”
The McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act States: Each child of a homeless 
individual and each homeless youth has equal access to the same free, appropriate 
public education.”
There are a lot of families who don’t have the resources to apply to those ‘choice’ 
programs. Are the buildings they’re in funded and supported as well as the ‘choice' 
buildings?
The BOE has to take the reins and get back to educating all the students in the district, 
equitably. Grand Rapids is a Public School funded by taxpayers. This Nation and the 
State no longer has a priority for funding public education. We have to put “public” back 
in Public Schools.
****************
My name is Brenda and I’m the parent of a student who recently graduated from Union 
High School.
One of the reasons I’m speaking out is after 10 years being a parent in the district I 
have serious concerns about the lack of transparency and communication with parents 
and families, especially in schools that are not considered “theme” schools. My son 
went to high school at Union, his teachers were great, but let me tell some of the things 
that I struggled with. There are no opportunities for parents to get involved in the school, 
there’s little communication about basic things like teacher
conferences or school athletic events. It took me 2 years to figure out that if I wanted to 
know when things were happening at the school, it was up to me to find out. In 4 years I 
never got one single notice about changes or updates within the district. I was never 
invited to attend parent meetings or focus groups, parents were never asked to assist 
with the needs of the students. In 4 years there was never a yearbook for the students, 
even when the community offered to help that help was declined. The text book that my 
son used in health class were the same books his father used in 1994, yet I’m watching
brand new theme schools pop up in beautiful new buildings around the city. I’m 
wondering why aren’t parents encouraged to get involved, ask questions, help to raise 
funds? Why is the community turned away when they want to do nice things for the 
kids? Why did I have to depend on Facebook pages to keep me updated on events, 
athletics and news?
I found out the school had no heat through a newspaper article rather than the district 
communicating via robocall, notes, or emails with parents and families. When I did hear 



about the heat I called the district and was passed from administration, to facilities and 
in the end to the principal. I was given a number of stories about the heating issues at 
Union and none seemed consistent. I never did find out if the school was properly 
heated throughout the last 2 school years. The news was clearly told the families were 
aware when they were never told. Then it came to my attention this past summer there 
was an asbestos issue at Union, two weeks before school was started a few pictures 
were circulating of a hallway blocked off with sign that read “caution asbestos”. Soon 
after that the area was blocked off and blowers were installed (I assume to blow 
particles outside?) I have done my research and understand that asbestos is only 
dangerous when airborne. I looked and found no information
about the asbestos but I did find the asbestos management plan could be viewed by 
anyone at the GR facilities building but if I wanted a copy I would be charged 10 cents a 
page, the link on the districts website doesn’t work. So my question is since no one has 
heard anything about it I wondered the status of the issue and if the staff and students 
were safe and warned at the start of the school year about the possibility of airborne 
asbestos. From my understanding school districts are obligated to share asbestos 
reports with families, so I wonder how that information was shared. It may be assumed 
that Union High School is safe but knowing the district paid a $12,000 fine for North 
Park Montessori asbestos issues, I don’t feel I can assume anything.
All of these issues may seem small to you but I’m curious if this lack of communication 
happens at all GRPS schools, or if it’s just at schools like Union and Ottawa where it’s 
assumed that parents don’t care?
As a parent, when things are not clearly and openly communicated you have to wonder 
if something is
being hidden, if it’s easier to deal with things by sweeping them under the rug. Parents 
deserve the right to ask questions and be involved with their child’s education. If GRPS 
is going to preach transparency then they had better prepare to answer questions 
honestly.
****************
This group of educators, retired educators and parents have come to you today to 
present what we feel has become a Two Tiered Educational system in the Grand 
Rapids Public Schools. We have not come to place blame, but rather have come to ask 
you what you as a board are going to do to create an equal playing field for all Grand 
Rapids Public School students. Our group has FOIA’d considerable data and 
information from the district in order for us to further evaluate and then disseminate 
information to the public at large what we see as evidence of this Two Tiered System. 
Our research indicates that this term may have originated from a study conducted by 
the National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future, May 13, 2004. The study 
was titled “50 Years After Brown vs. Board Of Education: A Two Tiered Education 
System”. The study found that low income students and students of color were too often 
concentrated in separate and unequal schools. It found that holding students 
accountable for high standards is unacceptable when districts are unwilling to provide 
adequate resources, technology, educators, support and facilities. As you have listened 
to the colleagues who have spoken before me, we have found through our research that 



this seems to be the case in the Grand Rapids Public Schools. Through the information 
provided by the district, we have found inequitable funding, a wide disparity in quality 
and maintenance of facilities, substantial differences in class sizes and a dramatic 
difference in the staffing of these buildings to name a few. What we have found is that 
the Tier 1 schools are comprised of Magnet, Charter, and Choice schools requiring 
application with academic and behavioral standards and Tier 2 schools which are the 
“traditional public schools that struggle to meet state and district standards. The Tier 2 
schools are those schools that are required to accept and educate every student. Based 
on our findings, it appears that those students in the Tier 1 schools receive a superior 
education to those students in the Tier 2 schools. This superiority can be seen in the 
staffing, class sizes, affluence of the students, cognitive ability, lack of behavioral 
issues, and facilities to name a few. As stated by Dr. Berney Wilkinson in a February 14, 
2018 article in Educational Psychology, “we are witnessing a 21st century version of 
segregation.” The difference is, today, segregation is not only based on color, it is also 
based on cognitive ability and a student’s social/emotional behavior.
Our question to you tonight is; are you willing to acknowledge and accept the reality of 
these conditions, and then how, what, and when will you as a Board of Education and 
administration address this situation?
Our students deserve a fair, equal, and rewarding educational opportunity. We implore 
the board to seriously consider what we have presented here tonight and come back to 
the public with a comprehensive plan that will begin to address and correct the inequity, 
disenfranchisement, and segregation of the district’s student population.
****************

A substantial disparity exists in GRPS with educational performance and opportunity. 
The numbers tell the story according to Great Schools.com (an award winning national 
school evaluation service) states 5% of Ottawa High School graduates are academically 
capable of attending college while at City High middle school 90% of the graduates are 
college ready. 55% of the students at City are white and 80% are affluent while 95% of 
students at Ottawa are minority students and from low income homes. The average 
SAT score at City Middle is 1230 while at Ottawa its 838 with only 5% proficient in 
science and 7% in social studies with less than 1% participating in AP classes. 
According to Great Schools disadvantaged students are falling behind other students 
across the state. Those are the same students they will be competing against for jobs in 
the near future which currently has a Burger King ceiling for these anemic GRPS 
buildings. 

At Union High the SAT score is 881 with single digit proficiency in science and a less 
than 10% college readiness scores with over 75% minority population. Great Schools 
has the same warning that Unions disadvantaged students are falling far behind other 
students in the state with this school having large achievement gaps. 

Innovation Central High has a 872 SAT average with only 7% college ready at 
graduation. Its parents are also warned that this school is below the state average in 
key measures of college and career readiness. Most ironically is the academic reality at 



University Prep another failing GRPS school where only 5% have college and SAT 
academic requirements necessary for college attendance while 6% are proficient in 
Math and Science. When they say proficient they mean compared to the state level of 
proficiency. U Prep has the worrisome sign that students are even making less 
academic progress given where they were last year. Test scores fall behind at this 
school well below the state average suggesting that students at this school are likely not 
performing at grade level (It is quixotic for a school to have the name College Prep with 
students that are graduating ill equipped for college entrance) 

These data integers while effected by socio economic factors indicate a priority schism 
within the administration of GRPS. They are not indicative of teacher lack of work or 
preparedness. The teachers work just as hard at Union or Ottawa as they do at the 
museum school or City Middle but they are not battling insufficient heating or funding 
disparities. There doesn‘t have to be a gap from 90% college ready at City and a 5% at 
Ottawa. The outcomes at the new gloriously decorated Museum school and City are 
miles ahead of Union and Ottawa where the parents should be infuriated. 

GREJ suggests academic integration and dropping entrance requirements at the select 
high schools. Segregation of opportunity is a disservice to the parents and tax payers of 
Grand Rapids. We insist on a level playing field here for students and success for all not 
a favored few. 

Here’s the sad truth. Tier 1 schools teach fewer low income minority students while tier 
2 schools teach the most. Grand Rapids public schools was in the top 30 state districts 
that had the fewest students that passed the M step reading test given to 3rd and 8th 
graders. Eight out of ten students flunked that test. Enough! Double segregation is the 
combination of low income combined with minority status. This district cannot claim 
notoriety until all students are receiving equal academic preparation. 

**************

We are standing in the board room of a truly exceptional school. That’s why we are here 
for exceptional means a school like no other. There is no other school system in west 
Michigan that has a more egregious 2 tier segregated district. We are also here 
because 2 tier schools like to work in the dark and we plan on shedding some light. No 
other district has the exceptional disparity academically between its high schools with 1 
building having 90% of its graduates ready and capable for college and another 2 
schools having only 5%. That is truly unique to other state districts. 

No other school in the area has as a 150k a year P.R. spokesperson that can put a nice 
face on the fact that in the last decade GRPS has lost scores of teachers, closed 35 
schools, lost thousands of students resulting in a 100 million budget loss. A magician 
that can one year boast of stable enrollment in 2018 tied to the leaving superintendent 
and 1 year later disguise the significance that over 200 students again left the school 
continuing the enrollment slide. 



No other school could close a decade long school called Vandenburg and hand it to a 
charter school losing hundreds of students and then complain about declining 
enrollment. No other school could close an award winning school for pregnant mothers 
and replace it with a business sponsored museum school with an academic screening 
process catering to a large # of out of district students. That was so exceptional the 
cities dignitaries were pictured with floating ballons at the ribbon cutting. 

Why would any student leave this exceptional district, this Mecca of school choice? Well 
maybe besides the cold rooms at the lower tier schools and anemic academic 
production and chaotlc hallways including shootings its because of the high number of 
full times subs that man classrooms in the 2 tier buildings. Westwood middle two years 
ago had 30% of its classrooms filled by full time subs on opening day. City and the 
museum school had none, Exceptionally when city or the museum school do have 
teacher vacancies they are filled 98% of the time while the lower tier schools see only 
70% of the time according to FOIA search for last 3 years. 

Possibly most unique and exceptional is the pay disparity here. Exceptionally GRPS 
has the most administrators per student and they pay them the most of any school in 
Kent County while paying her teachers the least. We would suggest you take 5% of 
your dozens of lock paid administrators and raise the sub pay. We will not charge you 
for that advice like Cambridge did. 

GRPS also has an exceptional history with Betsy Devos and her anti public school 
relatives which save over 10 million dollars to the school which nicely covered the loss 
of state revenue and instilled a business penchant ideological environment in exchange. 
This penchant included privatizing the subs and bus drivers and inculcating charter 
school aspects across the district. We have already mentioned the sub problem as a 
result and you can add the discontentment of hundreds of parents who display their 
total disgust with the privatized busing daily on a local web page. 

Two tier schools are cruel to disadvantaged students. Michigan schools are among the 
most segregated in the US according to the Detroit news and GRPS suffers from a 
double segregation with students sequestered by race income and opportunity. We 
need signs flashing in front of the lower tier buildings like the one shining incessantly in 
front of City illuminating the accolade of the second best High School in West Michigan. 
Imagine an accolade in front of our two tier buildings admitting we will not accept our 
insufficient reading abilities in this school any longer. We will not claim district success 
when 74% of our k through 8 readers flunk the state m step reading test. This two tier 
district will be exceptional when it abolishes it’s academic dichotomy. Lets all strive in 
this room for educational justice for all of our students. 


