
	
 If you are a regular reader of this column, you know the topic is one of my “hot buttons.”  I’ve been 
trying to hold back but in the last two weeks, I’ve found myself hearing or reading about cyber charter schools 
and I can’t resist.
	
 The most comprehensive national study of online charter schools was released on October 27 and the 
findings are alarming.  The study was a done in collaboration with three different, reputable organizations who 
each studied different aspects of online charters.
	
 Mathematica Policy Research described the context of online charter schools in the nation.  There are 
200 online charters (all publicly funded) serving 200,000 students in grades K-12.  Seventy-seven percent of 
schools state they offer some entirely self-paced courses. Thirty-three percent of these schools offer only self-
paced instructions meaning a child is left to his/her own devices without strong guidance.  Typically, the study 
notes, online students receive less live teacher interaction time in an entire week than students in conventional 
schools have in just one day!  A phrase from training we had years ago comes to mind:  “They are not do-it-
yourself kids.” 
	
 Mathematica also reported that the number one issue reported by educators of online charter schools is 
maintaining student engagement and accountability.   In other words, kids won’t sit at a computer all day long 
and stay focused.  Duh!  As senior Mathematica fellow Brian Gill states, “Challenges in maintaining student 
engagement are inherent in online instruction, and they are exacerbated by high student- teacher ratios and 
minimal student-teacher contact time, which the data reveal are typical of online charter schools nationwide. 
These findings suggest reason for concern about whether the sector is likely to be effective in promoting student 
achievement.”
[Note:  High student teacher ratios are important to maximize profit as online charters use for-profit providers of 
online services.] 
	
 “Reason for concern about whether the sector is likely to be effective in promoting student achievement” 
translate to my previous statements about online charters:  they are bad public policy.
	
 The Center on Reinventing Public Education examined how state policy affects the online charter 
landscape.  They found several drawbacks including:
• While online charter schools may be a good fit for some students, the open admission requirements of 

charter schools allow the schools to accept students who are not likely to be successful in an online 
environment. 

• The authorization and accountability provisions for all charters do not work well with online charters.
• Funding mechanisms preclude outcome-based funding, allowing schools to get money (in Pennsylvania 

more than they need) no matter what the outcome.
	
 The final part of the report comes from CREDO at Stanford University.  The report contains the most 
comprehensive findings to date regarding academic progress of online charter students.  They found that the 
majority of online charter students had far weaker academic growth in both math and reading compared to their 
traditional public school peers. It would equate to a student losing 72 days of learning in reading and 180 days 
of learning in math, based on a 180-day school year.  Just ask our teachers about the majority of students 
returning from cyber charters and they will tell you they are significantly behind. 
	
 A few weeks ago, I attended a meeting of some local legislators, superintendents and board members.  
Much of the discussion centered on overpayment and accountability of online charter schools.  I never got a 
chance to chime into the discussion which was probably good as my elevated heart rate and pulse may have 
prevented eloquence.  The discussion was all about making online charters work so that students can succeed.  
However, there is enough evidence, in my opinion, that the discussion should be about eliminating online 
schools as charters paid for by the public.  Charter schools were supposed to be experiments to find ways to 
improve the public schools - instead they’ve become private profit driven entities that suck money from the 
public coffers.
	
 One of the legislators noted that some of her colleagues in Harrisburg are adamant that charter schools 
have worked well for their own children.  I do not deny that they have worked well for some students who have 
the accountability, maturity level, and parental support that provides direction and engagement, but again, as a 
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matter of public policy THEY ARE NOT WORKING.  They were presented as successful options to failing 
public schools and now that years of evidence show they are not better places for learning, the topic is how do 
we fix them?  Give me a break.  So now we’re not only “fixing” the public school system, but we’re fixing the 
system implemented to fix the system!  This change of justification tells me that the existence of online charters 
have nothing to do with what they are purported to provide.  Some of the legislators at the gathering I mention 
were honest and forthright enough to just come out and say that there is big money from the charters going to 
legislators and that is why they are still in existence.  
	
 I am not criticizing the people who work for online charters, the students that attend or their parents.  I 
go back to the fundamental purpose of government:  “to promote the general welfare.”  We have slid into this 
hole of self-serving advocacy where we think the public should be taxed as a whole but I decide where it is 
spent for my purposes.  If you believe this is what government is to be about, you must advocate for higher 
taxes.  Taking a system designed to promote the general welfare and therefore, economy of scale, and applying 
it to personal interests will be quite expensive!
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