
Lancer Letter #302 A Fix for Insolvency

Two weeks ago in Lancer Letter #300, School Funding Predicament,  I traced some 
historical elements that have led to the current mess we face in Pennsylvania regarding public 
school funding.  Many locally are aware of Erie’s funding shortfall, but I am finding more and 
more people that don’t understand that Erie’s situation of pending insolvency is being faced by 
nearly 180 other districts.  Insolvency could even eventually be the plight of General McLane.  
How can that be?

Insolvency, or the inability to pay one’s debts, occurs as a function of expenses outpacing 
income.  In Pennsylvania, school district income comes primarily from state funds and local 
property taxes.   A district is limited as to how much it can raise taxes by Act 1 of 2006 and of 
course, we never know what the state is going to do.  Three of our major expenses, pension 
payments, health care and charter schools payments, are out of our control.  It should be easy to 
understand that when an organization has limited income and a large portion of its expenses are 
out of its control, insolvency can result.

It has been calculated by the Fair Funding Commission that the state would have to 
increase education funding by 4.3 billion dollars to solve this problem.  That is not likely to 
happen.  So what can the state do?

The state can quit sharing its education dollars between two competitive systems:  public 
schools and public charter schools.  School districts send $1.5 billion to charter schools each year 
and not doing so would help public schools without raising a penny of taxes.  As evidence of this 
fix, I can tell you that if Erie did not have to pay the 24 million a year it spends on charter 
schools, their financial issues would be solved.  They could pay their bills and the talk of closing 
high schools and other drastic cuts would end.  Case closed.

It is not politically correct to advocate the complete dismantling of charter schools and 
you would never hear a politician suggest such a thing.  I am not a politician so I say this:  we 
cannot afford both systems.  There is a higher percentage of successful public schools than 
charter schools which, in most cases, have proven ineffective.  Yes, individual success stories can 
be claimed for charters but the same can be said of the traditional public schools.

For some reason, the mainstream media in Northwest PA does not carry the numerous 
stories of charter school news that are printed and aired in the media south of I-80.  So this week, 
let’s take a look at what’s been happening and you can decide for yourself if we should save 
public education or continue to kill it with charters.
•  In 2015, reports from Mathematic Policy Research, The Stanford University Center for 
Research on Education outcomes and the University of Washington Center on Reinventing 
Public Education slammed cyber charters for their students’ lack of year-over-year progress.
•A study released summer of 2016 by 50CAN, the National Alliance for Public Charter Schools 
and the National Association of Charter School Organizers (typically advocates of charters) 
called for chronically low-performing cyber charters to be closed.
•The 50CAN report looked at more than 100 full time cyber charter schools in 17 states and 
found that cyber charter school students in Pennsylvania on average progressed as if they had 
received the equivalent of 101 fewer days of instruction in reading and 167 fewer days in math 
compared to students in traditional schools in a 180-day school year.  (Trib Live, 6.27.16)
• At their summer convention this year, members of the NAACP approved a resolution that 

included language calling for a moratorium on the expansion of privately managed charters.  In 
part, they said that charter schools have contributed to increased segregation, that the weak 
oversight of charters put students at risk and that the expansion of charters in low income 
communities mirror predatory lending practices.  (Washington Post, 8.7.16)
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• The National Labor Relations Board in two separate cases has ruled that charter schools are 
private corporations, not public schools.  According to Carl Korn, a spokesman for the New 
York State united Teachers, “Charter management claims charters are public schools when they 
want taxpayer’s money, but use legal maneuvers to hide from public audits…”

• The case in front of the Labor Relations Board included the Pennsylvania Virtual Charter 
School and the board said the school, like other government contractors, is a private 
corporation that receives taxpayer dollars.  The schools were not directly established by a 
government entity and the people who administer them are not accountable to public officials 
or to voters. (Washington Post, 8.30.16)

• Speaking of lack of accountability, the founder of the largest cyber charter in PA, Nick 
Trombetta, was indicted by a federal grand jury in 2013 on 11 charges.  Last month he plead 
guilty to tax conspiracy in a scheme to siphon $8 million from the cyber, which he purportedly 
used for a lavish life-style, including the purchase of a private jet.  The school enrolls nearly 
10,000 students across the state (including many from GM) and in 13-14 received $118.6 
million from 484 school districts. (Pittsburgh Post Gazette, 9.23.16)   The accountant for the 
school also plead guilty.  (Trib Live 9.30.16)

To be continued . . .


