
How Commonsense Cyber School Funding Reform will Save Cumberland County $4,600,000 in Taxpayer Money Annually  

(Updated with January 31, 2013 PDE-363 recalculation) 
 

 
Cyber Charter Funding: 
Cyber charter schools are on-line only charter schools. Under current PA law, when a student attends a cyber charter school, that child’s home school district 
pays the cyber charter school a tuition fee, the rate of which for each district is determined by the PA Department of Education and is based on the average 
instructional cost of educating a student at the traditional public school from the sending district. For example, when a Shippensburg area student decides to 
attend a cyber charter school (which may be based anywhere in the state) the Shippensburg Area School District must send payment of $7,609 to the charter 
school to pay for that student. 
 
This approach to funding cyber school education is a problem in several ways: 
 
Online schools cost far less to operate than brick-and-mortar schools. They do not have the insurance costs or maintenance on fields and equipment for 
school sports, swimming pools, or school buildings; they do not provide students with transportation; and there are a number of other costs for materials and 
utilities that traditional public schools must pay that cyber schools either do not incur at all or else externalize to their students’ households. As a result, the 
cost to educate a child at an online school is substantially less than the cost to educate a child in a traditional school.  Transferring money to cyber schools 
based on the costs of educating students in traditional schools is overspending relative to what it actually costs to educate cyber school students.   
 
In a June 2012 report Pennsylvania Auditor General Jack Wagner found that charter and cyber charter education funding reform should save taxpayers 
$365 million annually because taxpayers are currently paying charter and cyber charter schools more than it costs them to educate students. i Of the five 
states with the greatest number of students enrolled in charter or cyber charter schools, Wagner reports that Pennsylvania spends the most per student, an 
average of $12,657 per student statewide, which is about $2000 more per student than the next most costly state.  Although per-pupil spending varies across 
the state, and thus schools in Franklin, Cumberland, Perry and Adams Counties pay less on cyber charter schools than those in highly suburban school 
districts, spending on cyber charter schools is excessive even in Franklin, Cumberland, Perry, and Adams Counties.   
 
It imposes a financial burden on the student’s school district.  Funding cyber schools based on expenditure per student assumes that nearly all of the costs of 
education are variable or marginal costs, i.e. that the overall cost of education is a product of the cost per student multiplied by the number of students. 
However, many of the costs of education are relatively fixed costs that do not vary in proportion to the number of students.  As the Pennsylvania School 
Boards Association has written, “When students attend charter schools, districts’ fixed costs remain because they are unable to reduce teacher staff, building 
space or materials, or transportation. Charter and cyber charter school students do not leave in convenient groups allowing district expenditures to be 
reduced. Many of the students who choose to attend cyber and charter schools may have previously been home-schooled or enrolled in non-public and 
private schools, representing an entirely new expense for school districts.”ii 

Cyber schools are double-dipping into retirement costs. This duplication of state reimbursements is a particularly troubling aspect of the flawed funding 
formula.  Teacher and staff retirement costs are already included in the costs that are the basis of the tuition fee that school districts pay to cyber schools, but 
on top of that the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania pays a portion of the employer’s share of Public School Employees’ Retirement System (PSERS) retirement 
costs to the cyber schools! In 2010-2011 school districts paid about $500 per student in retirement costs to the cyber schools, or a total of $50 million. This 
amount will increase as local school districts pay increased contributions to PSERS. By 2016-2017, if it is not removed from the flawed funding formula, the 
pension double dip will cost local school districts $510 million.iii   



Table 1 – Per Student and Total Cyber School Spending for each School District in Cumberland County 

School District Number of Students1 Cyber School Tuition Rate 
Per Student2 

Total 2012-13 
Cyber School 
Expenditure 
Calculated 

Total 2012-13 
Cyber School 
Expenditure 
Reported1 

Total Expected 
Expenditure at 
$4850 Tuition 

Rate3 

Estimated 
Overspending  

Regular 
Education 

Special 
Education 

Regular 
Education 

Special 
Education 

Projected 
Savings4 

Big Spring  87 20 $8,882  $21,301  $1,198,803  $1,099,693  $615,950  $483,743  

Camp Hill  5 1 $9,494  $19,289  $66,761  $68,453  $33,950  $34,503  

Carlisle Area  98 19 $8,701  $16,314  $1,162,701  $1,174,975  $659,600  $515,375  

Cumberland Valley  123 40 $7,851  $16,912  $1,642,198  $1,500,000  $984,550  $515,450  

East Pennsboro  62 14 $7,787  $16,693  $716,469  $768,993  $436,500  $332,493  

Mechanicsburg  77 12 $9,074  $19,451  $932,080  $1,000,000  $489,850  $510,150  

Shippensburg 5 80 19 $7,609  $16,962  $930,975  $946,588  $572,300  $374,288  

South Middleton  58 7 $9,198  $19,674  $671,184  $700,000  $349,200  $350,800  

West Shore 5 145 40 $8,365  $15,877  $1,848,009  $2,575,150  $1,091,250  $1,483,900  

Total       $9,169,180  $9,833,852  $5,233,150  $4,600,702  
1 

Total Cyber School Expenditure are values estimated, or for Cumberland Valley, Mechanicsburg, and South Middleton, amounts budgeted (in round figures) and reported by the SD’s business 
managers for 2012-2013, and are inclusive of retirement costs. Actual dollars spent may vary somewhat because cyber school enrollments are fluid, with an on-going churn of students enrolling in 
cyber schools and leaving cyber schools to return to the SDs or to be home schooled.  
2 

Cyber School Tuition Rate Per Student for 2012-2013 reported by PA Dept. of Education at http://www.portal.state.pa.us/portal/server.pt/community/charter_school_funding/8661 
3 

Total Expected Expenditure is calculated as number of regular at $4850 tuition rate plus number of special education students at $9700 tuition rate.  
4 

Projected Savings is the difference between the two preceding columns.  
5 Shippensburg SD is in Cumberland and Franklin Counties. West Shore SD is in York and Cumberland Counties.   

How can we rein in spending? Some have suggested a statewide funding rate as a solution to this flawed funding formula for cyber charter schools. However, 
a set statewide funding rate would penalize school districts with low per-pupil spending and in some cases increase the amount low-spending districts pay in 
tuition per student.  A better solution is to pay cyber schools what it costs our local school districts to provide the same services to students. 
 
Cyber Charter Schools can educate students for substantially less costs than the tuition rate they receive. The Capitol Area Intermediate Unit offers an 
online learning program that provides students with the same services as commercial cyber schools, at a cost of $4850 per student.  The difference between 
this $4850 cost and the tuition that is paid to cyber charter schools, a value of between $2,759 and $4,644 per regular education student, is an indicator of the 
excess amount that cyber charter schools are being paid. It represents inefficiency in the funding system. And, while special education students probably cost 
cyber schools somewhat more than regular education students, the inefficiency seems likely to be even greater for special education students since school 
districts pay so much more per student for them.  
 
How much would we save?  The last column of Table 1 shows how much each SD would save if the cyber charter school tuition rate were $4850 per student, 
the same tuition rate as the Capitol Area Intermediate Unit, i.e. if cyber charter schools were required to be as efficient in their use of tax dollars as traditional 
public schools. The total countywide would be over $4,600,000 per year.   

 
 

http://www.portal.state.pa.us/portal/server.pt/community/charter_school_funding/8661


Cyber Charter Performance 
Paying cyber charter schools at present rates, i.e. a premium above the costs of educating students, might be justified if the educational performance of cyber 
charter schools was significantly better than the performance of the traditional public schools from which they draw students. However, Pennsylvania cyber 
charter schools are notorious, in nearly every case, for academic performance levels below those of the public schools from which they draw students. 
 

Cyber charter schools perform significantly worse than traditional public schools in both reading and math. The Center for Research on Education Outcomes 
(CREDO), an independent research organization at Stanford University that favors education reform, released a report on Pennsylvania Charter School 
Performance in April 2011. The CREDO methodology factors of grade-level, gender, race/ethnicity, poverty, English language learner status, special education 
status, and prior test scores on state achievement tests, to match charter school students with an equivalent population of students in the brick-and-mortar 
schools which fed the charter schools. The report found that “performance at cyber charter schools was substantially lower than the performance at brick and 
mortar charters, with 100% of cyber charters performing significantly worse than their traditional public school counterparts in both reading and math.”iv 
 

Most Pennsylvania cyber charter schools have never made AYP. The PA Department of Education rates the Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) of all schools in 
Pennsylvania, to ensure that all students have the reading and math skills to prepare them for the future.  AYP ratings are based on measures of attendance, 
academic performance, and test participation rate in Pennsylvania’s schools. v  The AYP ratings of Pennsylvania’s cyber charter schools are shown in Table 2b. 
No PA cyber charter school made Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) in 2012. Only one has made Adequate Yearly Progress in most of the past eight years, and 
that particular cyber school was founded by administrators from public schools in the greater Philadelphia area. Two other cyber charter schools have 
occasionally Made AYP, but the other nine have never Made AYP: one of them has only been in existence a couple years, and the other eight have a steady 
history of needing corrective action, the worst possible AYP rating. Comparing these rankings with those of Cumberland County public school districts, whose 
AYP ratings for the same time period are presented in Table 2a we see that most Cumberland County traditional school districts have regularly Made AYP. 
 

Table 2a – PA Department of Education Rating of Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) for Cumberland County School Districts, 2005-2012 

School Name AYP 2012 AYP 2011 AYP 2010 AYP 2009 AYP 2008 AYP 2007 AYP 2006 AYP 2005 

BIG SPRING SD Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP 
Making 
Progress 

CAMP HILL SD Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP 

CARLISLE AREA SD Warning Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP 
Making 
Progress 

CUMBERLAND VALLEY SD Warning Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Warning 

EAST PENNSBORO SD Warning Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP 
Making 
Progress 

MECHANICSBURG SD Warning Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP 

SHIPPENSBURG AREA SD Warning Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Warning Made AYP 
Making 
Progress 

SOUTH MIDDLETON SD Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP 

WEST SHORE SD Warning Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Warning 



 

Table 2b – PA Department of Education Rating of Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) for PA-Licensed Cyber Charter Schools, 2005-2012 

School Name AYP 2012 AYP 2011 AYP 2010 AYP 2009 AYP 2008 AYP 2007 AYP 2006 AYP 2005 

21st Century Cyber CS1 
Warning   Made AYP Warning Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Made AYP Making 

Progress 

PA Cyber CS 
Warning   Made AYP Made AYP Making 

Progress 
School 
Imprvmt 2 

Making 
Progress 

School 
Imprvmt 1 

Warning 

Central Penn Digital   
Learning Foundation CS 

School 
Imprvmt 1 

Warning Made AYP Making 
Progress 

School 
Imprvmt 1 

Warning Made AYP Made AYP 

Aspirabilingual Cyber CS 
School 
Imprvmt 1 

Warning       

Pennsylvania Leadership CS 
Corrective 
Action 2  

Corrective 
Action 2  

Making 
Progress 

Corrective 
Action 1 

School 
Imprvmt 2 

School 
Imprvmt 2 

School 
Imprvmt 1 

Warning 

PA Virtual CS 
Corrective 
Action 2  

Corrective 
Action 2  

Making 
Progress 

Corrective 
Action 1 

School 
Imprvmt 2 

Making 
Progress 

School 
Imprvmt 1 

Warning 

Achievement House CS 
Corrective 
Action 2  

Corrective 
Action 2  

Corrective 
Action 1 

School 
Imprvmt 2 

Making 
Progress 

School 
Imprvmt 1 

Warning Warning 

Commonwealth Connections 
Academy CS 

Corrective 
Action 2  

Corrective 
Action 2  

Corrective 
Action 1 

School 
Imprvmt 2 

Making 
Progress 

School 
Imprvmt 1 

School 
Imprvmt 1 

School 
Imprvmt 1 

Susq-Cyber CS 
Corrective 
Action 2  

Corrective 
Action 2  

Corrective 
Action 2  

Making 
Progress 

Corrective 
Action 2  

Corrective 
Action 1 

Making 
Progress 

School 
Imprvmt 2 

Agora Cyber CS 
Corrective 
Action 2  

Corrective 
Action 2  

Corrective 
Action 2  

Corrective 
Action 1 

School 
Imprvmt 2 

School 
Imprvmt 1 

Warning  

PA Distance Learning CS 
Corrective 
Action 2  

Corrective 
Action 2  

Corrective 
Action 2  

Corrective 
Action 1 

Corrective 
Action 1 

School 
Imprvmt 2 

School 
Imprvmt 1 

Warning 

Pa Learners Online CS 
Corrective 
Action 2  

Corrective 
Action 2  

Corrective 
Action 2  

Corrective 
Action 2  

Corrective 
Action 2  

Corrective 
Action 2  

Corrective 
Action 1 

School 
Imprvmt 2 

   1 
21st Century Cyber Charter School was created and is governed by the Chief School Administrators from the four suburban Philadelphia counties' intermediate units and public school districts. 

   Source: Source: http://www.education.state.pa.us/portal/server.pt/community/school_assessments/7442          See http://paayp.emetric.net/Home/About for explanation of the ratings.  

  

source:%20http://www.education.state.pa.us/portal/server.pt/community/school_assessments/7442
http://paayp.emetric.net/Home/About


Cyber Charter Use of Funds: 
In addition to the core funding issue and poor performance by cyber charter schools, yet another issue is that cyber charter schools are not held to the same 
accountability standards as traditional public schools in their use of taxpayer dollars. Cyber charter schools are allowed to have unrestricted, undesignated 
fund balances and there are no restrictions on the use of state and local education funding by charter school management companies for political lobbying, 
paid media, and bonuses for corporate employees . 
 
Money paid to cyber charter schools for education is spent on advertising or held in company accounts. Auditor General Jack Wagner’s recent audit of 
Pennsylvania’s largest cyber school, Pennsylvania Cyber Charter School, found that the school had accrued unreserved fund balances of $13 million and $11 
million for the 2009-2010 and 2008-2009 school years respectively.  The audit also found that Pennsylvania Cyber Charter School had spent $3.5 million on 
advertising during the same 2-year period.  In his report, Wagner states, “These are taxpayer dollars that were allocated specifically for funding public 
education…Pennsylvania Cyber Charter School should stop spending taxpayer funds for advertising and should allocate them to additional student education 
services.”vi   
 
Privatization of tax dollars. Many of PA’s cyber charter schools are operated by for-profit management companies. This  means that education is necessarily a 
secondary priority to profitability for these cyber schools, and that a portion of taxpayer dollars that constitute the “tuition rate” paid to cyber schools by each 
school district are being privatized as profit.  The larger the difference between the per pupil tuition rate and the amount needed to provide quality education, 
the more lucrative the potential profit, which creates an incentive for these schools to cut corners that does not exist in a traditional public school. It also 
encourages these cyber school managers to create a money circle in which they donate a portion of their proceeds to the campaigns of state legislators to 
curry favor for state laws that allow those cyber charter schools to continue to privatize taxpayer dollars at lucrative rates in this way.  A report on one for-
profit management company that runs cyber charter schools in Pennsylvania, K12, showed that since 2007, this company has spent $681,000 on political 
lobbying in Pennsylvania, and the CEO of this company, Mr. Ron Packard, received a compensation package in 2011 of nearly $5 million.vii  
 
Since cyber charter schools are not competing on the basis of price or quality, there is significant concern that they are choosing to compete based on 
marketing, and favorable legislative treatment instead. 
 
Summary: 
Pennsylvanians depend on their state legislators to be their voice in Harrisburg and to make decisions that will be in the best interests of the communities 
they represent. It is imperative that our state legislators make the reform of cyber charter school funding and oversight a top priority this legislative session.  
 
Reform of cyber charter school funding and oversight is needed to insure that students are provided with a thorough education at a reasonable cost to the 
Pennsylvania taxpayer. Reforming the funding of cyber charter schools to cap tuition at rates that are achievable by our local school districts would save 
Cumberland County over $4,600,000 in taxpayer money per year.  It would provide additional educational resources without an increase in taxes or 
limitation of school choice for parents. 
 

To contact your state legislators and urge them to support commonsense charter school reform please visit: 
http://reformpacharterschools.wordpress.com/  

 
 
 

http://reformpacharterschools.wordpress.com/
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To take action please visit: http://reformpacharterschools.wordpress.com/  
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