
K-12 Public Education vs. 
College/University
What’s the difference?
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Public Education (K-12) 
Overview

Copyright Stacy L. Smith, PhD, Assistant Professor, Michigan 
State University. October 2023. Permission granted for use in 

educational settings. 



Public Education

In short, all children in the United States are expected to receive at least a 
middle school education.

Federal mandate that all children be educated until they reach a certain age

Each state sets its own minimum age – 
generally between 14-16, and penalties for 

not sending children to school

Truancy is a misdemeanor in Michigan and 
comes with a small fine ($5-$50) or up to 90 

days in jail

Truancy may be referred to Child Protective 
Services, and may result in children being 

removed for educational neglect
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Exclusivity and 
Accommodations
• Public schools cannot exclude children (although they 

can suspend or expel students under limited 
circumstances)

• Public schools must educate all students, regardless of 
intellectual ability

• By Federal law, students who have disabilities or who 
are gifted can get accommodations and a team 
assigned to monitor their academic needs – 504 plans, 
IEPs (Individualized Education Program)
• Involves annual or semi-annual meetings with 

parents/guardians

Copyright Stacy L. Smith, PhD, Assistant Professor, Michigan 
State University. October 2023. Permission granted for use in 

educational settings. 



Who Teaches?

• Undergraduate degree in education

• Student teaching

• Yearly professional development and training 
during the school year

• Expected to create lesson plans for each 
module, including any slides, lecture notes, 
worksheets, handouts, assignments, etc. well 
in advance of teaching the module.

• Often (but not always) teach the same or 
similar class from year to year.

• Often see students over a longer time period 
and with more meetings per week, giving more 
time to review material to be taught. 
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Who Teaches?

• Teachers generally have their own classrooms
• Lower levels, teacher has same students 

for most of the school day, every day
• At higher levels, students move between 

classrooms and teachers stay in same 
place; they may see the same students 
every day or on a regular schedule

• Although some classes are overcrowded, 
teachers have the opportunity to get to 
know their students
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Who is Responsible 
for Public Schools?

• Each State is responsible for maintaining 
their Public School system. 

• Each City (or sometimes sets of cities) is 
responsible for maintaining their Public 
School system.
• School Districts
• Each District is subdivided into 

sections
• On the right: East Lansing school 

district map with subdivisions.
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Who Goes Where?

• School district subdivisions generally 
determine which students attend which 
schools
• In other words, where a student’s family 

lives determines the school they go to
• Can be exceptions
• Past efforts at desegregation resulted in 

bussing students to other schools
• School boards can redraw their District 

map as they like
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Who Pays For It?

• Public education is funded through 
property taxes in the geographical area 
assigned to a particular school.
• Houses, apartments, businesses, etc. 
• Schools in impoverished areas thus 

receive less property tax funding that 
schools in wealthier areas.  

• Schools also receive funding for each 
student from
• The State, set by the State
• The Federal government, set by the 

Federal government
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Who Pays For It?

• Public schools – grade schools, middle schools, 
and high schools – have no direct input on how 
much money they receive to maintain their 
buildings, pay their teachers and staff, etc., aside 
from lobbying state and Federal lawmakers. 
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Meeting 
Standards: 
Federal 
Law and 
Public 
Education

• No Child Left Behind
• Between 2002 – 2015, all schools in the public education system were 

subject to the No Child Left Behind act. 
• The goals sounded good: 

• Get 100% of students to “proficiency” in reading and math
• Raise the ceiling, so higher-achieving students can do 

better
• Raise the floor, so lower-achieving students get better
• Students don’t fall through the cracks and “fall behind”

• In practice (Forbes article here for more reading):
• Schools were responsible for testing students regularly on 

math, science, etc
• SCHOOL FUNDING WAS FUNNELED TO HIGH PERFORMING 

SCHOOLS AND AWAY FROM LOWER-PERFORMING 
SCHOOLS

• All of public education shifted radically – to a radical focus 
on testing, preparing for testing

• Students lost electives, recess, etc.

Copyright Stacy L. Smith, PhD, Assistant Professor, Michigan 
State University. October 2023. Permission granted for use in 

educational settings. 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/frederickhess/2022/09/21/its-been-20-years-since-no-child-left-behind-whatd-we-learn/?sh=74599df26331


Meeting 
Standards: 
Federal 
Law and 
Public 
Education

• Every Student Succeeds Act replaces NCLB in 
2015
• Retains testing, but returns standards to 

States and school districts
• Expands performance measures beyond 

testing and graduation rates
• Teacher engagement, advanced 

coursework, school climate and safety
• Offers grant funding to lowest-performing 

schools
• More at the Department of Ed and US News
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Meeting 
Standards: 
Federal 
Law and 
Public 
Education • From the Department of Ed site
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All children must be educated, by law School funding depends largely on the 
neighborhood

School district maps are subject to 
School Board oversight, and can be 
manipulated for political reasons

Schools and districts answer to State and 
Federal governments, based on student 

performance

With NCLB, testing and graduation rates 
determined State and Federal funding, 
putting immense pressure on teachers 

to produce students that tested well and 
graduated. Newer legislation is better, 
but generations of teachers have been 

trained under NCLB.

Result: many teachers are focused  on 
test scores and graduating students 

rather than on learning and exploration.
Result: many students think that 

“learning” means finding out what’s on 
the test and nothing more.
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Higher Education (Colleges 
and Universities) Overview
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Higher Education

• No Federal expectation that students graduating 
high school will go on to college.

• Land Grant Universities
• Beginning with the Morrill Act of 1862

• First signed into law by Lincoln
• MSU established in 1855, became land grant in 1862

• To “teach agriculture, military tactics, and the 
mechanic arts as well as classical studies so members 
of the working classes could obtain a liberal, practical 
education” (Association of Public & Land Grant 
Universities website)
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Exclusivity and 
Accommodations

• Requirements to get into some schools
• Why did MSU relax its requirements?

• Federally required to provide equal access 
to course material if students apply and 
are approved for accommodations
• Faculty do not always honor 

accommodations
• Students expected to deliver letters to 

faculty and work with faculty to 
receive accommodations
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Who Teaches? 

Depends on the college or university and the focus 
of the university. At research-intensive institutions 
like MSU (also known as R1 institutions), research 
is privileged. 

Liberal arts colleges focus on teaching over 
research. 

PhD: teacher with a PhD (Doctor of Philosophy) in 
a field relevant to the department they work in. 
PhD requires becoming a specialist in a narrow 
sub-discipline of the degree field. Attained after 
getting a Master’s degree.

Master’s: teacher with a Master of Arts or Master 
of Science degree in a field relevant to the 
department they work in. Some are “terminal 
degrees,” meaning that there is no PhD or that a 
PhD in that field means something very specific. 
Attained after an undergraduate degree.

No Master’s: teacher with an undergraduate 
degree but no graduate school. 
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Who Teaches? Employment Designations 

Doctor: person who has earned a PhD, MD, or equivalent degree
• Always address a teacher with a PhD as “Dr.” unless they tell you otherwise.Doctor

Lecturer, Instructor, Professor: title of an employment position in 
higher education. May, or may not, be tied to degree (Professor 
with PhD, others without).

Title
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Who Teaches? Tenure vs. Non-Tenure 

Tenure: job security attached to specific positions. A “tenure-line” position 
typically has a line item in the University budget. Tenure-line positions 
generally have expectations for research, publication, service, and less for 
teaching. Higher levels of prestige are associated with this type of position.

Non-tenure-line positions focus more on teaching and are often funded 
from a pool of funding instead of a line item. Lower levels of prestige are 
associated with this position.
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Who Teaches? The Professoriate

• Professor: a job designation – generally occupied by someone with a PhD.
• Assistant Professor: lowest professor rank. 

• If a tenure-stream position, that person usually has 5 years to meet specific goals for research, 
publication, service, and teaching set by the department. At the end of that time they must submit a 
significant packet of their work for consideration. If they do not meet requirements, they are dismissed 
from the position. If the department is satisfied with their work, they are promoted and get tenure. 
(Promotion and tenure are two different things, but tend to happen at the same time.)

• If not a tenure-stream position, tenure is not available and promotion may or may not be. Promotion is 
available to non-tenure-stream professors at MSU.

• Associate Professor: second professor rank
• Many tenure-stream professors stay at this rank for their career. At this rank, research, publication, 

service, and teaching expectations must still be met.
• Full Professor: highest professor rank

• Time to ”go up” for full professor varies by institution, but 10 years is not uncommon. Someone applying 
for full professor will have established a reputation well beyond their institution, will be well published, 
seen as an expert in their field, etc. The need to research and publish is reduced after reaching full. 
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Who Teaches?

• At most colleges and universities, focus is on research and publication, followed by service.
• Retention and promotion are based on research and publication, getting grants, service to the 

university, with teaching generally a minor concern.
• Teaching load varies by institution: larger universities generally have lower teaching loads; often 

1-2 classes per semester at a large university.

Tenure-stream Faculty: 

• At many colleges and universities, non-tenure, or contingent, faculty focus on teaching and are not 
expected to conduct research or publish. 

• At some colleges, research and publication are frowned upon because they are seen as taking away 
from a teaching focus; teaching load can be up to 5-6 classes per semester.

• Contingent positions are often very unstable.

Non-Tenure-Stream Faculty:
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Who Teaches?
• Whether tenure-stream or non-tenure—stream, college and 

university faculty receive little to no training on how to teach
• Faculty are trained to be scholars. 

• Most college and university faculty are not trained to teach.
• Some institutions offer professional development

• Institutes
• Workshops
• Most voluntary

• Many college and university faculty teach different courses 
each semester, especially contingent faculty

• Faculty are not required to give students slides, handouts, 
worksheets, etc. unless a student has an accommodation for 
class notes. 
• Most create slides or the equivalent and most share their slides. 
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Who Teaches? 

• Faculty have an office separate from 
classrooms (although many contingent 
faculty do not have offices)

• Faculty move from classroom to 
classroom just as the students do

• Classes range in size from 5-6 to 400+

• Classes meet anywhere from 1 day a 
week to 3

• Courses run from a few weeks to 4 
months, reducing time to cover 
material

• Faculty often have little opportunity to 
get to know students

Copyright Stacy L. Smith, PhD, Assistant Professor, Michigan 
State University. October 2023. Permission granted for use in 

educational settings. 



Who is Responsible for Colleges and Universities?

United States Department of 
Education

Oversees postsecondary accreditation system
Accrediting agencies must be recognized by the 

Federal government
Secretary of Education publishes a list of Federally 

recognized accrediting agencies as well as State 
agencies that approve “public postsecondary 
vocational education and nurse education”

Accrediting Agencies

Develop criteria to evaluate postsecondary 
institutions

Conduct regular evaluations of postsecondary 
institutions (“peer review” every four years)

Either renew accreditation or not; may put an 
institution on warning and give a list of things to fix 

before another review
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Who is Responsible for Colleges 
and Universities?

• Michigan State University ultimately answers to 
the Higher Learning Commission (HLC) for 
accreditation (although some colleges have 
field-specific accrediting agencies). 
• Overview from HLC
• Criteria for accreditation
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Some Selected 
Criteria
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Some Selected Criteria
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Criteria in 
the Daily 
Life of a 
College 
Student

• Access to high-quality subject matter experts
• Course syllabus
• Learning goals
• Learning outcomes
• Assessements
• Final grades as a guarantee of having earned the 

credential
• Also – access to accommodations, Title IV, 

assurance that degree is worth something after 
earning it
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Tuition does not buy grades. Tuition:

Grants access to an institution, which puts 
groups of students in touch with subject matter 
experts.

Offers students the opportunity to earn 
credentials based on that interaction.
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Who Goes Where?

• Access to resources plays heavily into 
whether a student goes to college
• Some states are making education 

freely available

• Access to resources plays heavily into 
where a student goes to college

• Access to resources plays heavily into being 
able to make choices about both of the 
above

• Degree preference affected by
• Personal preference
• Access to resources  
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Who Pays For It? 

• The Institutional budget is covered by a 
combination of tuition & fees, grant 
funding (for research projects, 
programming, etc), and government 
funding
• Government funding is sensitive to 

changes in the economy
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Who Pays For It? 
• Tuition Rates in Michigan set 

by Board of Trustees
• Article about new tuition 

increase
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Meeting Standards

Department of Education 
Sets Federal Standards 

for Accrediting Agencies

Accrediting agencies 
must meet Federal 

standards

Universities must meet 
Accreditation standards

Colleges must meet 
University standards

Departments must meet 
College standards

Faculty must meet 
department standards 

for (learning goals, 
outcomes, and 
assessments)

To gain credentials (pass 
the class), students must 
meet Faculty standards
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Meeting Standards: 
Assessments

• Assessments are not a measure of teaching effectiveness
• Teachers generally have full control over type and 

number of assessments
• Teachers may test on material not presented in class
• Students are expected to learn much of the material 

on their own

• Assessments are expected to measure student learning
• How a student performs on assessments determines 

whether or not they pass a class and with what 
score. 

• Funding and teacher pay is not directly associated 
with the number of students who pass a class or 
how high their scores are. 
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Students gain a college education 
by choice and if they can access 

the resources to pay tuition.

School funding depends  on tuition 
and is supplemented by state and 

Federal government.

College students choose whether 
to go to college and where to go to 

college based on criteria known 
only to them, but access to 

resources plays heavily into this 
choice.

Colleges and Universities answer to 
accrediting agencies that review 

the institution regularly. 

Teachers are subject matter 
experts, not trained teachers. 
Retention and promotion are 

based on research and publication 
for tenure-stream, and often 

teaching evaluations and other 
measures for others. 

Result: Teaching styles and efficacy 
vary widely. 

Result: Teachers are responsible for 
credentialing only students who 

meet certain standards. 
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K-12 Public Education vs. College/University

Public Education
• Federal law says that all students 

must be educated to a certain level
• No child can be excluded

• Accommodations must be made 
for disability
• Schools are overseen by state and 

local governments, but also subject 
to the Federal government

College
• Federal law includes no guarantee 

of education beyond high school
• Individuals can be excluded based 

on test scores as long as the policy 
is applied to everyone
• Accommodations must be made 

for disability
• Schools are responsible to 

accreditation standards, which are 
then responsible to Federal 
oversight
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K-12 Public Education vs. College/University

Public Education
• Faculty are trained teachers

• Regular professional development
• Create complete lesson plans for 

content, including learning aids
• Often teach the same or similar 

content from year to year

College
• Faculty are subject matter experts, 

usually not trained to teach, 
though professional development 
is often available
• Not required to create lesson plans, 

give students slides, worksheets, etc. 
Most faculty share slides.

• Often teach different classes every 
four months and from year to year.

• Time to teach content limited to a 
few weeks in a quarter system and 
four months in a semester system.
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K-12 Public Education vs. College/University

Public Education
• Students typically attend schools 

based on where they live

• Education is primarily funded 
through local property taxes and 
subsidized by state and Federal 
governments. Public school is 
ostensibly “free”
• Schools have no control over 

funding

College/University
• Students attend schools based on 

personal preference and access to 
resources
• Education is primarily funded 

through tuition and fees and 
subsidized by grants and state and 
Federal funding

• Schools have the ability to raise 
tuition rates
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K-12 Public Education vs. College/University

Public Education
• Standards for what is taught are 

strict and homogenous, with an 
outsized focus on test scores. In 
the past, test scores and 
graduation rates were tied to 
future funding.

College/University
• Standards for what is taught are 

heavily influenced by the 
accreditation process, but what 
is taught, and how it is taught, is 
left to faculty. Future funding is 
not closely tied to text scores or 
graduation rates.
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K-12 Public Education vs. College/University

Public Education

• Goal: provide a basic education to all 
students, regardless of who or where 
they are. 
• Key to Democracy: an educated populace.

College/University

• Goal: provide students – with the interest 
and the means to attend 
college/university – access to the higher 
education credentialing process.

• HLC guiding values include:
• A focus on student learning
• Education as a public good, with students 

having transformational experiences while 
gaining their credentials

• Graduates with an understanding of 
diversity, technology, and global dynamics, 
who are capable of lifelong learning and 
civic engagement.
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