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Thank you for the opportunity to speak before you this morning. 

I am substituting for the President of PCPCS, Larry Jones, who unfortunately is attending the 

funeral of his cousin who passed away late last week. 

This is an unusual position for me, having worked for 19 years on this side of the building, and 

the last 17 years in the other chamber to improve educational opportunities for the children of 

Pennsylvania. But leaving the Senate has not diminished my passion for building upon the 

strong public education foundation that we have created together and improving high quality 

educational choices for every parent in Pennsylvania.  

Independent cyber charter schools are meeting a real and unique need in public education. It is 

a need defined, not by any of us who have chosen elected office, nor even by any of those of us 

testifying before you today, but by the more than 38,000 parents who view cyber school 

education as the best, and sometimes only, alternative for their child. Some of these parents 

are here today, having taken off from their jobs because they see the legislation you are 

considering as potentially destroying the future for their children. 

I still remember twelve years ago when a constituent came to my office who had been home 

schooling her child, but had reached the limit of her capability to do so. Her gratitude for the 

existence of a high quality cyber school that would allow her child to continue to learn in a way 

appropriate for him cemented my commitment to maintaining that option for all of our 

children. That experience also reinforced my belief that parental involvement is the surest path 

to a child’s academic success, and cybers are the ultimate in parental involvement. 

Behind me, and in each of your districts, are 38,000 parents who feel the same, and have the 

same commitment, as my constituent did more than a decade ago. 



Parents, better than anyone else, know when they see failure and know when they see hope. 

Cyber charter schools are filling a need, providing that hope, saving taxpayers money, and 

saving children’s lives. 

Unfortunately, the voices of the parents and children who are seeking better educational 

options are missing from almost every educational discussion we have in this town. That is 

more than unfortunate, it is tragic. 

I have a reputation for being direct, so let me not disappoint you. 

Over the last two years, the General Assembly has spent a lot of time hashing out issues of 

charter school accountability and transparency, while also seeking to come up with a good 

funding solution that is fair to all children. HB 617, 618 and 759 ignore all that work on 

accountability, transparency, and equity and offer one-sided cuts and few positive reforms.  

It is my perception that these bills are arbitrary, ignore the detail and reality of education 

funding, are designed solely to appease demands from school districts that refuse to change, 

and are blind to the needs of parents and children who see cyber schools as saving their lives. 

I do not make these claims lightly or without support. 

Let me deal head-on with the major funding complaints that critics raise about cyber charter 

schools. 

First, what’s referred to as pension “double-dipping”. 

On this issue, the critics are partially correct, but the double-dip is more like a dip-and-a-half 

and, although HB 618, as well as HB 617, are designed to address that issue, both pieces of 

legislation ignore double-dips that benefit the districts by allowing districts to include students 

to be included in the Average Daily Membership count while also allowing a deduction of funds 

for those students as part of the 363 deductions. 

The claim that cyber schools can provide an education for less than a traditional school is also 

correct.  

As illustrated in Exhibit 1, the average cost per student in a traditional school in Pennsylvania is 

$14,119 and the average cost to educate a student in a cyber school is $11,625.  

The balance, or at least $95 million statewide, is being retained by the districts for not 

educating the children in cyber schools and theoretically, taxpayers are saving $2,500 for every 

child who chooses to go to a cyber school. 



But what HB 618 and HB 759 are proposing is that cybers can, and should, do it for even less. 

The details of HB 759 are vague, so it’s hard to tell what the real impact would be, but one thing 

is clear. HB 618 adds one new deduction to the funding of cyber schools and HB 759 adds three 

additional deductions to the 21 already taken by the districts. 

Exhibit 2 lists all of the deductions mandated by statute, imposed by the Department of 

Education independent of legislative mandate, and proposed in this new legislation. 

Districts will be able to deduct 100 percent of retirement contributions. 

Districts will be permitted to take an additional 50 percent deduction of the costs determined 

by them for any cyber program they offer; regardless of the quality of the program or even if 

any student attends the program. 

Districts will be permitted to deduct 50 percent of extracurricular activities expense based on 

the erroneous assumption that cyber students are not involved in extracurricular activities, and 

ignoring the extensive field trips, artistic enrichment activities, and clubs in which cyber 

students do participate.  

Districts will be able to deduct 100 percent of health services and libraries even though cybers 

do maintain resources for students and are required by law to maintain certified medical 

personnel on staff. Some of whom are with us this morning. 

HB 618 and HB 759 are blatant and unapologetic transfers of somewhere between an 

additional 20 to 30 percent of the money from the education of children in cyber schools to 

school districts as illustrated in Exhibit 3.  

All this legislation does is increase inequity. 

Exhibit 4 shows the highest and lowest investments in students by the traditional districts 

compared with the investment in children attending cyber charter schools both today and if HB 

618 and 759 are passed as currently drafted. What these bills actually do is to drop the 

investment per student in cyber schools, below that of the lowest district in the state, officially 

defining cyber students as second class students, and not worthy of even the minimum 

investment given to those who choose to stay in the traditional education system.  

What is particularly problematic with these bills is, not only do they compound existing 

inequities for cyber schools, they totally ignore the existing inequities that benefit the districts. 

Among those inequities are excluding charters from reimbursement for lease payments; 

allowing districts to deduct costs for transportation that they do not provide; excluding charters 

from money available to traditional schools, but not charters, for construction expense; and 

debt service. 



When a precision surgical approach is warranted for making public education funding more 

equitable, HB 618 and HB 759 bring down hatchets. 

To address inequities faced by the districts, while ignoring, and actually adding more inequities 

to the cyber schools, simply makes an already fundamentally flawed funding system for public 

education even worse.  The way we fund education in this state is a disgrace and a national 

model for how NOT to do it. But we persist to make our bad model worse. 

The basis for the logic for such a transfer from cybers to districts is that it “obviously” costs less 

to educate a child in a cyber school than in a brick and mortar school. That’s partially correct, 

because they already do, but the assumption that they can, and should, do it for even less is 

simply wrong. And here’s why.  

Exhibit 5 shows the per pupil expenditure by function for both district and cyber schools. As 

mentioned before, cybers are costing the taxpayer about $2,500 less per student and between 

60 and 70 percent of that difference is due to the other and financing expenses of the districts. 

The costs associated with running a school are relatively equal. Cybers do not have as much 

building cost as districts, but cybers are serving a student base that is spread across 490 of the 

500 districts and there are costs associated with supporting and serving students statewide that 

the more geographically constrained districts simply do not have. 

The costs are different, but they are equivalent.  

Asking a district what it takes to run a high quality cyber school is like asking your doctor to 

diagnose and recommend a course of treatment for you based solely on his examination of 

himself. That doesn’t make sense in medicine and it’s just as ludicrous in education. 

As a matter of fact, several districts, not represented here today, have done their own analysis 

and determined that they could not offer a high quality cyber education for less than what the 

costs were in the independent cyber schools. 

The final major claim is that cybers are draining the districts financially and destroying public 

education. But let’s look at Exhibit 6 that shows where district expenses actually go. 

Of the $26 billion spent on K-12 public education in Pennsylvania in the 2010-2011 school year, 

a mere one percent went to cyber charter schools. And this chart does not show the district 

fund balances that are in excess of $3.4 billion  

Yet the districts contention is that this one percent of the funding and the two percent of the 

children who have chosen to attend cyber schools are draining their funds and destroying 

public education. 



You would summarily dismiss the contention of someone with $10 million in the bank and 

making $100,000 a year stating that at $1,000 expense would destroy his or her family. But that 

is exactly the logic being presented to you by the districts.  

That claim is a red herring, designed to distract you and the taxpayers away from the real issues 

facing the financial instability of districts which are incredibly high fixed and legacy costs 

created by historically poor financial management. This is a blatant attempt to shift the blame 

and consequences for having made these bad decisions from the districts and Commonwealth 

to the parents. 

The contention that cybers are draining districts is even more ludicrous when you understand 

that 50 percent of the 490 districts that have students attending cyber charter schools flatly, 

and illegally, refuse to pay the cyber schools.  

As an example, just look at the February 20, 2013 article in the Daily Review which is attached. 

In the article it is reported that the Canton Area School District Board has unilaterally and 

officially declared that they do not recognize cyber schools as “legitimate educational 

institutions” and has directed their administration not to pay the cyber schools what is legally 

owed to them. This is a school district thumbing its nose at the House and Senate, the 

Department of Education, the state courts and every parent who needs a different option for 

their child. It is a blatant violation of Act 88 and of the oath they took as elected public officials 

to uphold the law. More than 200 districts do the same thing with impunity. 

We have been asked to comment on what we see as good elements of the proposed legislation. 

As far as HB 617 and 618 are concerned, there is absolutely nothing good for any charter school 

in Pennsylvania.  

In HB 759, the provisions for optional direct pay will address the non-payment by districts and 

the intercept provision and longer charter terms will strengthen the borrowing power of cyber 

schools. But these positive aspects of the proposed legislation are far outweighed by the 

additional deductions to the 363 that will make it impossible for small independent cyber 

charter schools to survive or for the larger schools to provide a high quality educational option 

for parents and students. 

It’s like mortally wounding a person and then expecting them to be grateful for a nice funeral.  

Let’s be honest. This legislation is not designed to save taxpayers money or even improve 

education for our children. It is purely and simply designed to appease the demands from 

school districts and teachers unions, protect the status quo, and destroy choice for parents. 



What we really need is comprehensive educational reform legislation that is strategic in its 

vision, comprehensive in its scope, intelligent in its approach to education, equitable in its 

distribution of resources, and designed ALWAYS with the best interests of our children at the 

apex of its priorities.  

In the last 15 months, there have been three unsuccessful attempts to achieve exactly that, and 

I want to take this opportunity to publicly thank Representative Reese, Representative Emrick 

and the rest of you on this committee who voted for those bills. 

Let me be clear that neither cyber education nor brick and mortar charter schools are the right 

option for every child, or even a majority of the children in this state, and many districts are 

doing a great job in educating our children.  

But EVERY parent should have the opportunity to make an educational choice that is right for 

their child. It is my sincere belief that this legislation will effectively eliminate independent 

cyber school education from that list of options. 

During this session you will be voting on legislation that will impact the future of tens of 

thousands of parents and children, yet fewer than 10 of the 25 members of this Committee 

have ever visited an independent cyber charter school. 

I hereby extend an open invitation to each of you to visit a cyber school to better understand 

what really happens there before you vote on any of this legislation. You owe it to the parents 

here in this hearing room and to the additional 38,000 in every one of your districts who were 

not able to be with us today. 

All of us testifying today can offer numbers and counter numbers to support our positions. I’ve 

heard them all sitting where you sit on the Senate side. But what your decision must come 

down to is what is best for our children – ALL of our children. The simple fact is that some 

parents, who are also taxpayers, are drawn to cyber schools because they see them as a more 

effective and viable option for their child. In their eyes, cybers are the only hope they have for 

the future of their child.  

This entire discussion is ironic to me, because if districts wanted to kill every charter school in 

this state, they need to do only two things. Listen and change. 

Listen to what the parents are saying, including those in this room today, and change to meet 

the needs of their children. Not only would that solve every one of the complaints that districts 

have about charter schools, it would improve the education system for every child in this state. 

Some schools districts are listening and changing, and if imitation is the sincerest form of 

flattery, then the fact that independent cyber schools are growing and cyber programs are 



popping up in districts all over the state is testament to the fact that cybers schools are needed 

and working.  

But we are still too often locked in this battle for money. All sides spending tax dollars on 

lobbyists and lawyers to defend what we are, rather than using those dollars to become what 

we can, and should, be – leaders who enable the creation of high quality educational 

opportunities for EVERY child in Pennsylvania. 

Thank you. 


