
Lancer Letter #303 Charters Must Go!

Last week, I began to make a case for solving the crisis of impending financial 
insolvency in a growing number of public school districts by restoring the $1.5 billion dollars 
taken from school districts and given to charter schools.  We can’t afford both systems and in 
the big picture, public school districts are performing better.  My voice joins a growing number of 
voices calling to, at a minimum, rein in charter costs.  Last week I listed a number of 
organizations who are upset with charter schools.  This week, I’d like to start with PA’s Auditor 
General, Eugene DePasquale, who now joins his predecessor Jack Wagner who twice issued 
reports calling for a change to charters in PA.

DePasquale audited the PA Cyber Charter School and two other schools.  In the three 
audits, DePasqule noted, “It is clear that the charter school management company was 
operating without boundaries or accountability to the officials from either charter school or to the 
taxpayers, who were footing the bill.”  He noted that “leaders involved with all three of these 
schools had intermingled relationships that put individual self-interests above student needs 
while controlling hundreds of millions of taxpayer education funds from nearly every district in 
the state.”

Some examples of the multitude of issues found in the audit of PA Cyber are:
•  PA Cyber’s board and administration failed to oversee the curriculum, management and other 

services provided by the management company, NNDS/LLS. 
• The CEO’s spouse served as a compensated employee as the board secretary.
• A trustee’s son was employed as director of operations of the management company.
• A trustee was co-owner of a computer equipment company that received over $1.1 million in 

business from the cyber charter school.
• A former board president’s daughter received a dual enrollment tuition reimbursement of 

$32,328.00.
• PA Cyber did not monitor or enforce its own student attendance policy for its virtual classroom 

from the 2011-12 to the 2015-16 school year.  (Note:  you, the taxpayers, paid for students to 
“attend”  and I can tell you when most of them return to GM with no credits earned while in 
Cyber school, you pay for them again!)

• PA cyber failed to collect IT equipment from students who withdrew or graduated.  Uncollected 
equipment included printers, digital tablets, headphones, carrying cases, ink cartridges and 
Fitbits.  (In case you didn’t know, a student attending a cyber charter receives a laptop, 
internet service and all the accompaniments.  If three children in a family are enrolled, three 
laptops are provided.)

• PA Cyber continues to spend about $2million a year on advertising and public outreach to 
attract potential students from throughout the commonwealth.  (PA Cyber has 10,000 
students.  Erie has 12,000 students.  Can you imagine if Erie spent $2 million a year on 
advertising?)

To be fair, DePasquale isn’t blaming charter schools and claims that “we have some 
excellent charter schools . . . in Pennsylvania providing outstanding educational opportunities 
for students.”  But DePasquale says the 20 year old charter law in PA is “simply the worst 
charter school law in the United States.”

The original intention of charter schools was to allow districts to innovate and be creative 
with charter schools that would not be subject to the same restrictions as school districts.  Then, 
if the innovative ideas worked, they would be assimilated into the district.  But Pennsylvania’s 
law and method of financing has instead created a competitive system where charter schools, 
especially the cyber charters, have a huge financial advantage and go unfettered.  DePasquale 
said, “The tension between the district that authorized them and the charter school has to end.” 
But ,as an editorial in the Delco Times noted on August 29, good luck with reforming the charter 
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school law “because every effort to enact meaningful reform of the charter law in Harrisburg has 
been beaten back by lobbyists.” 

So with so many reasons to make a change with charters, why hasn’t it happened?  Not 
only has it not happened but it continues to get worse.  Right now in Harrisburg, Republican 
Representative Reese from Westmoreland county is sponsoring House Bill 530 under the guise 
of charter reform; however, the Pennsylvania School Boards Association states that the bill 
“enables the expansion of charter schools with less accountability and dilutes existing authorizer 
oversight.”

The issue goes like this:  because of the bad law, cyber charters get way more money 
than they need;  cyber charters are run by private, for-profit management companies; those 
companies make a huge profit and contribute to political action committees (PACs) which 
contribute to campaigns of lawmakers who support charters.   Take for example, State Senator 
Anthony Williams from the Philadelphia area.  When Williams mounted an unsuccessful effort in 
2015 to run for Philadelphia mayor, the political action committee (called Excellent Schools PA) 
of the Philadelphia School Partnership (PSP)donated $7,000 to his campaign as reported by 
newsworks.org.  PSP had just offered the Philadelphia School District $25 million to expand 
charter schools.  But the PAC, Excellent Schools PA had raised $104,000 and $75,000 of that 
total came from another political committee called Student First PAC, which according to 
newsworks.org is funded almost entirely by the three wealthy pro-voucher, pro-charter donors 
who gave $5 million to the Williams 2010 gubernatorial campaign.  Those three donors also put 
$250,000 into another committee, called American Cities, to help finance the mayoral campaign.

Now, nothing here is illegal.  Williams is a strong advocate of charter schools.  People 
can make contributions to candidates who will support their pro-charter opinions. I mention this 
situation as an example of how difficult it is to “follow the money”  and know who is beholding to 
whom.  Yet, as voters, we should know the allegiances of the people we are voting for, yet, it is 
very difficult to hash it out when it comes to charters.  

This situation has become so ludicrous that it was the subject of an 18 minute piece by 
comedian John Oliver on his show, Last Week Tonight.  He points out facts about the charter 
schools which are so ridiculous, they make for a good laugh.

Charter schools may be addressed by the legislature between now and the end of 
November.  If they want to continue charters, I say they restore full funding to school districts 
and create a separate funding stream for charters.  As its own line item, charters will get greater 
scrutiny.
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