
 This week is the final installment in a three part series on cyber charter schools.  In the 
first week, I outlined the origination of these types of schools and detailed how districts are 
charged for their students who attend.  Last week, I waxed philosophical and asked the basic 
question as to whether this type of learning is truly beneficial for our children and our society.  
This week, I’ll address two traditional concerns about cyber charter schools: cost and 
accountability.
 When a student decides to attend a charter school, that decision is made without district 
input and the district has money withheld from its state subsidy for that student (for us we lose 
$8500 for a regular student and $16,000 for a special needs student).  The argument is that the 
public school doesn’t need that money because it doesn’t have to educate that student.  But there 
is is lack of understanding in that belief and a disregard for the purpose of public education.
 Of our 27 million dollar budget,  14 million comes from the state and $733,000 from the 
Federal government.  The rest is made up in local dollars.  So roughly, the state pays for half of 
what it takes to run our district.
 While it seems logical that we would not need the money for a kid we are not educating, 
that logic ignores the whole point of public education - that is, we pull our resources to provide 
an effective and efficient system of educating children.  There is an economy of scale at play.
 If our 28 cyber students all came from one grade level, say all fourth graders, we could 
cut a fourth grade teacher.  That would save us $70,000 to $100,000 yet we pay $258,000 for 
those 28 student.  So we would still be $188,000 behind.
 But, the kids are not from one grade level, there are a few from every grade level.  
Therefore, we employ the same number of teachers and run the same number of programs, 
classrooms, etc.  There are no savings realized by the district.  The economy of scale is lost and 
taxpayers are really supporting two systems, one at the expense of the other.
 There is criticism that cyber schools are getting way more money than they need to run 
their schools - that is evidenced, in part, by the amount of money (public money) they are able to 
put into advertising.  PA Distance Learning Charter School, with about 370 students, spent 
$31,000 on radio advertisements in 2010-11. The Norristown-based Pennsylvania Virtual Charter 
School, with more than 3,690 students, spent $150,000 on radio advertisements and $90,000 on 
television advertisements.  These are public tax dollars going to advertising. Public schools will 
need to begin to spend money on advertising to compete (competition is what Harrisburg wants).
 The largest Cyber school, the PA Cyber School, has built a state of the art performing arts 
facility in Midland, PA.  It is difficult to determine how this was funded but the PA Cyber School 
was a large part of building this amazing facility.  If a public school built such a facility in these 
times, there would be outrage.  The fact that the PA Cyber School and Lincoln Park Performing 
Arts Charter School are part of this building means public dollars are at play.    That brings us to 
the next issue:  accountability.
 The original idea with charter schools was that they receive their charter from a local 
school board.  If there are issues with that charter school, local taxpayers could appeal to the 
local board to revoke or not renew the charter.  If a local child attends a cyber school chartered 
by a district in Philadelphia, it is the board in that Philadelphia community that is responsible.    
This lack of local accessibility and accountability will likely grow this fall when Governor 
Corbett creates a state team that will approve charters and take it completely away from local 
control.  
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 Consider this lead from a story in the June 11, 2009 Philadelphia Inquirer:  “The Chester 
Community Charter School has filed a court appeal to a recent Pennsylvania Office of Open 
Records ruling that gave The Inquirer access to a wide range of financial records from the 
management company that operates the school.
 The Delaware County school, the state's largest charter, and Charter School Management 
Inc., a private, for-profit management company, have repeatedly denied requests by the 
newspaper for details about how millions of dollars in public money were spent and how much 
the company and its owner, Vahan H. Gureghian, were making.”

 It seems that some charter schools want public money but not the scrutiny that goes with 
it.  We are entering a slippery slope.  Consider that Mr. Gureghian contributed $334,000.00 to 
Governor Corbett’s campaign  and served on his transition team on the education committee.  
Consider also the fact that only two charter schools made Adequate Yearly Progress this past year 
and both of those schools are on the list for potential cheating on the tests.

 When they were recently asked whether the current administration is seeking to privatize 
public education, a couple of PA State Senators used the term "selective dismantling" in 
discussions with school board members and superintendents in Delaware County.

 Yes, let’s dismantle the corrupt and inefficient public education system and replace it with 
a business model.  Shall the model be Enron?

Next week:  I’ll get off my soap box and talk about something fun like gardening!

Lancer Letter #47 Cyber Charter Schools, Pt. 3


