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The Pennsylvania Department of Education (PDE) appreciates the House Education Committee’s interest in 

providing a public dialogue on cyber education.  The following comments are being submitted for the record and 

provide insight from the Department and Wolf Administration on cyber education and Pennsylvania’s Charter 

School Law.   

Pennsylvania’s Charter School Law (CSL), enacted nearly a quarter-century ago, is not working. 

 

We owe it to students and families to move past years of debate to develop a solution—one that draws on an 

abundant evidence base; one that treats all schools fairly; and one that honors the intent at the heart of the 

original Charter School Law—that charter schools can offer space for innovation that can yield lessons for the 

traditional public schools that still serve more than 90 percent of Pennsylvania families. 

 

This work is especially urgent for Pennsylvania’s public cyber charter sector. 

 

Last month, the Department finalized the first round of federally required school accountability determinations 

under Pennsylvania’s Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) State Plan.  The results for our state’s cyber charter 

schools are striking: 15 of 15 cyber charter schools in operation as of Fall 2019 were operating under a Federal 

accountability determination, with 11 of these schools carrying CSI designations indicating that the school is 

among the very lowest performing in the state.  These designations are corroborated by rigorous, independent 

research including a multi-year, multi-measure study by Stanford University that “found overwhelmingly 

negative results” in Pennsylvania’s existing cyber charter schools (CREDO, 2019). 

 

Educational choice without quality choice is not acceptable to us, and we know it is not acceptable to you.  

Together, we can fix this—this session. 

 

Governor Wolf has outlined a vision for comprehensive reform to the Charter School Law—with particular focus 

on cyber charter reform.  These common-sense provisions include: 

 

o Providing the Department of Education with authority to implement cyber charter enrollment parameters.  

Any cyber charter school that falls among the lowest performing 5 percent of public schools should focus on 

getting better, not bigger.  Last fall, as the authorizer of cyber charter schools, the Department negotiated a 

voluntary enrollment cap with one of Pennsylvania’s largest cyber charter schools—the first such enrollment 

limit in the history of the cyber charter sector tied to improving educational quality and performance 

outcomes of students.  Governor Wolf believes low performing charter schools should not be able to 

increase their enrollment until they demonstrate improved student performance.  
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o Implementing a multi-year moratorium on new cyber charter applications.  Pennsylvania has one of the 

nation’s largest virtual school footprints, with now 14 schools enrolling a student population equivalent to 

the public school enrollments of Pittsburgh, Bethlehem, and Altoona combined. The Governor and Secretary 

of Education believe that we have an educational—and moral—responsibility to improve performance of 

the schools currently authorized before adding new ones. 

 

o Setting educationally appropriate cyber charter terms.  Under the current CSL, the Department has two 

choices when considering an application for a cyber charter renewal: 1) A five-year renewal; or 2) non-

renewing or revoking the charter—in other words, moving to close the school.  The Governor will propose 

allowing the Department to issue shorter, one- or two-year provisional cyber charter renewals will allow for 

better alignment of school improvement planning timelines and ensure focused support for struggling 

schools. 

 

o Improving the fairness and consistency of cyber charter tuition funding.  Cyber charter schools offering the 

same, basic educational programming across their student population should not be paid wildly different 

sums, student to student, based on geography.  To provide a specific example, during the 2018-19 school 

year, a cyber charter school student who lives in Elk County’s Saint Marys Area School District results in a 

per-pupil cyber charter tuition payment of roughly $10,300.  A cyber charter student from just one district 

over, in the Forest Area School District, results in a payment of more than $21,000.  A clear, statewide cyber 

charter tuition rate will address these vast inequities and deliver savings to 95 percent of Pennsylvania 

school districts. 

 

These legislative proposals follow on years of trying our best to use our existing mandate to improve the 

performance of Pennsylvania’s cyber charter schools.  Under Governor Wolf’s direction, PDE has:  1) developed 

consistent, rigorous procedures for cyber charter school site visits, program reviews, and renewal decisions; 2) 

renewed three cyber charter schools that educate more than a third of the statewide cyber enrollment; 3) 

secured the first voluntary closure of a cyber charter school since 2013; 4)commissioned rigorous, independent 

research on charter school performance; and 5) issued a comprehensive update to Charter School Law guidance 

for the first time in 15 years. 

 

While the Department believes these efforts are making an impact, we must do more to ensure quality 

opportunities and better outcomes for the families who choose cyber charter schools.  We look forward to 

working with the General Assembly to make meaningful changes to the Charter School Law.   

 


