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Recently, I’ve written about ESAs or vouchers for private schools as well as providing an update 
on Charter Schools.  The politicians who espouse vouchers and charter schools support funding them by 
taking the money from the public school the child would attend and giving it to the private or charter 
school.  Since the public school doesn’t educate the kid, they say, they won’t miss the money.  That is 
very untrue and inaccurate.  People who believe this don’t understand the math involved so let’s take a 
look.

One way of measuring the cost of educating students is to look at “per pupil expenditures.”  The 
problem is, there are different ways to determine this and it is often difficult to compare.  Sometimes, it is 
just based on instructional expenditures:  teacher and administrator salaries, books, supplies etc.  Other 
times the formula includes calculating the cost to instruct students, maintain buildings and transportation.  
If you simply take the total amount of a school district budget and divide by the number of students, that 
can also be misleading as well.  That would include money spent on something called debt service and 
fund balance which do not directly contribute to the students’ education.  The point of this is just to say, 
be careful when comparing per pupil expenditures.  Without knowing what formula was used to calculate 
that cost, you could be comparing apples to oranges.   When the legislature passed the charter school law 
20 years ago, they specified the formula.  The formula was bad and basically charged districts twice for 
pension costs but after about 15 years, they finally fixed that.  

Whatever formula is used to calculate per pupil expenditures, it is important to understand that 
deducting that amount does not mean the district won’t still have to spend that money.  What people 
forget is that there is an economy of scale when doing broad-based public education.  In microeconomics, 
economies of scale are the cost advantages that enterprises obtain due to their scale of operation (typically 
measured by amount of output produced), with cost per unit of output decreasing with increasing scale.  
Here is how this translates to education.

If I have 100 students in grade 3 in an elementary school and 4 teachers to teach them, I have 25 
children in each class.  If  5 third graders go to charter school, I now have 95 third graders.  If I drop a 
teacher, going from four, third grade teachers to three, there would be 31 or 32 kids per class, a number 
that would be unacceptable to parents and teachers.  So my biggest cost, teaching salary, is unchanged.  I 
still need four teachers.   Similarly, I still have a principal with the same office staff and we still have the 
same classroom space to clean and maintain.  The only cost savings realized when a child leaves for 
charter school is relatively small:  technology costs, books, minimal supplies, likely not more than $600- 
$800.  Last year it cost us $$9,739 ($17,889 for special needs students) when a student went to charter 
school.

If you look at our charter school enrollments over the years you will see we have around 46 
students going to charter schools every year.  They are from every grade level and there have never been 
more than 5 at one grade level.  So, the amount per student we paid to charters last year and previous 
years would have been offset by virtually nothing. 

Of course, General McLane is not alone in this problem.  The Research For Action groups 
examined the fiscal impact of charter schools by looking at the difference between new costs (charter 
tuition payments) and new savings a district can realize as students depart.  They looked closely at six 
school districts across the state with varied demographics.  They found that “as charter enrollment 
expands, the fiscal impact is consistently negative in both the short-and long-term, indicating that even as 
students depart for charter schools, school districts experience significant long-term fiscal impacts.”

One of the things I find fascinating is that the politicians who support charter schools and are now 
supporting the idea of  ESAs (vouchers), are the same politicians calling for school districts to cut costs 
by consolidating districts.  What they don’t want to recognize is that they have allowed 147 charter 
schools to exist in PA, all on public money, all with their own administrative and support personnel in 
place along with the teachers.  (And many have huge advertising budgets paid for by public dollars.)  I 
always like to say that we have 647 school districts in PA, not 500.  They miss the economy of scale that 
is being lost.
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Many of the politicians who support charter schools and vouchers claim to be a fiscal 
conservative.  Let me explain why you can’t be a fiscal conservative when you support ESAs, using GM 
as an example.

In Lancer Letters #366-369, I explained how GM pays $5600 per student for transportation of 
private school students.  Let’s say that those students qualified for an ESA as currently proposed.  GM 
would then have to fork over $5700 to the private school for tuition.  That student’s cost is now $11,300 
per year.  Add the cost of private high school tuition in Erie of $9,375.00 minus the $5700 we would pick 
up and the total cost is $14, 975.00 per year.  Our cost per student according to the National Center for 
Education Statistics is $12,006.00 per year.  Tell me how it is fiscally conservative to support ESAs.  If 
students attend a brick and mortar charter school where we must provide transportation, that cost will  
also exceed our student cost by $3,000 - $4,000.

Expecting the money allocated for public education to support three systems - public, private and 
charter - is simply fiscally irresponsible.  The so called “fiscal conservatives:” who advocate for this are 
either poor mathematicians or have an agenda they won’t admit to.


