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When I began my career in education in the 80’s, a very standard classroom pedagogy 
was to lecture or have students read something, then ask questions about it and eventually follow 
up with a test.  I spent my administrative career preaching that this was no longer sufficient, that 
we needed to engage students and utilize teaching techniques that required teamwork and 
collaboration.  Then, talking heads and reading assignments were put onto a computer screen, 
followed up with questions and a test on a computer screen and we were told, “Now isn’t this 
wonderful?  It’s so innovative. It’s the way of the future.”

Online learning is here and is not going away.  I get that.  There is little quality evidence 
that online education is quality education and there is evidence that it is not working in many 
situations.  Online learning is more successful with older students, for example, graduate schools 
rely heavily on online options.  At the younger ages, students who are intelligent, motivated and 
have strong parental support tend to be successful in cyber school.  You can say the same thing 
about students in public school but the difference is, we have a chance to motivate, accommodate 
for learning differences and provide guidance.  And, we’re not paying extra for it!  The charter 
school system was started to find better ways to educate students.  That clearly is not happening.

Like the federal cyber program I addressed last week, the cyber charter school system in 
Pennsylvania is taking us for a ride.  In the General McLane School District, we have paid $2.06 
million dollars in the last five years to cyber charter schools!  Our tax increases over that time 
have raised $783,143!  I find it incredibly frustrating that the extra taxes we have asked our 
taxpayers to give have gone out of the district.  This must stop!

The formula used to pay cyber charter schools essentially gives them money for building 
maintenance, running cafeterias and other functions they do not have to perform.  The legislature 
has known for years they are overpaid and that they have huge fund balances not permitted in 
public school coffers.  Yet, nothing changes.  ( They also have plenty leftover for advertising and 
political lobbyists.)

There are currently two bills in Harrisburg that help address the situation:  Senate Bill 34 
and House Bill 526.  Both bills state that school districts will not have to pay cyber charter 
schools if we operate our own.  While I hate to venture into this cyber realm more deeply than 
we already are, the economics dictate that we must.  We have already investigated running our 
own cyber program and can do it at half the cost!  So, the 2.06 million spent the last five years on 
GM cyber students would only be 1.03 million.  (Only?  Sad that we’ve come to this point.)

We will likely try to run our own program and get some of our students back to save 
some money.  But the legislature will have to act on something like SB34 and HB526 if we are to 
see significant savings.  According to one of the groups in Harrisburg which is watching out for 
the interest of public schools,  “There is currently no interest among House and Senate leaders to 
bring up any charter/cyber charter bills that concern financial matters. That is why we need to 
keep the issue in the forefront among rank-and-file lawmakers.  Although the bills appear to have 
little traction right now, with continual advocacy and contacts with lawmakers, it keeps the 
conversation in the forefront.  Opposition to the bills is primarily for two reasons: influence of 
charter school lobbyists plus a fear among pro-charter Republicans that allowing any changes in 
law could signal the start of looking more earnestly into the financial responsibilities of and 
financial losses to school districts and could lead ultimately to less funding and support for 
charters.”

I find that assessment of the situation disturbing but the recommendation to keep 
contacting lawmakers is our only option.  Locally, Laughlin, Bizzaro and Harkins support 
changes to the way cybers are funded.  Rep. Sonney is a sponsor of HB 526.  If you’re looking 
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for something to do this summer, lobbying the leaders of the Senate and House to support the 
two bills above and advocate for financial reform to cyber charter schools would be a good 
activity.

We cannot let these people take us for a ride anymore!
Senate President Pro Tem:  Jake Scarnatti,  jscarnati@pasen.gov
Senate Floor Leader:  Jake Corman,  jcorman@pasen.gov
House Speaker:  Mike Turzai,   mturzai@pahousegop.com
Majority Whip:  Bryan Cutler, bcutler@pahousegop.com
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