
RESTORING  
   THE PUBLIC TRUST:
Public Accountability for Pennsylvania Charter Schools



PCAPS is a coalition of students, parents, teachers, 
school employees and citizens that came together in 
2012 and is committed to strengthening Philadelphia’s 
school system. In response to a massive privatization 
effort led by corporate interests seeking to implement 
failed education policies, PCAPS launched a grass-roots 
campaign to unite Philadelphians around a vision for 
successful public schools. At its heart, the conversation 
about the future of our schools is a discussion about 
fairness. We want all Philadelphia schools to be 
adequately funded and sufficiently resourced to meet 
the needs of their students. Members of the PCAPS 
coalition include: Youth United for Change, Philadelphia 
Student Union, ACTION United, Philadelphia Federation 
Of Teachers, Philadelphia Home And School Council, 
UNITE HERE, SEIU 32BJ, Fight For Philly, Philadelphians 
Allied For a Responsible Economy, American Federation 
Of Teachers PA, Jobs With Justice, Teacher Action Group, 
Coalition Of Labor Union Women, Occupy Philadelphia 
Labor Work Group, Juntos, Decarcerate PA, Association 
of Philadelphia School Librarians, BPSOS, Neighborhood 
Networks

Thanks to Leigh Dingerson, a consultant with the 
Annenberg Institute for School Reform, for helping  
to develop this document.
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Public education is one of our nation’s most cher-
ished institutions. Through our system of free public 
schools, paid for with tax dollars, we teach children 
how to read and count, to understand history and ap-
ply it to current events. We provide them with job and 
career training, civic awareness, and the opportunity 
to succeed as individuals and as part of a community. 
We don’t just offer this service to our young people: 
We make it compulsory, because we need our young 
people to take on the important challenges of leader-
ship and citizenship. We place an enormous amount 
of trust in our schools.
 
When the General Assembly enacted Pennsylvania’s 
charter school law in 1997, it envisioned charter 
schools almost like a research and development 
component to the state’s traditional school districts. 
The law’s legislative intent is clear: Charters are to 
“improve pupil learning, increase learning opportuni-
ties for all pupils, encourage the use of different and 
innovative teaching methods, create new professional 
opportunities for teachers, … and provide parents and 
pupils with expanded choices in the types of educa-
tional opportunities … available within the public 
school system.”1  

Under the law, a nonprofit corporation (which may be 
a group of parents or teachers) applies to a designated 
“authorizer” for a charter to open and run a public 
school. If the application is approved, the authorizer 

is then charged with monitoring the school to ensure 
it meets state standards. Approved charter schools are 
then funded with public dollars and granted signifi-
cant autonomy with their budgets, hiring, instruc-
tional practices and policies, so that they may—as 
the Legislature designed—experiment with innova-
tive educational strategies and school management 
practices.  

In Pennsylvania, local school boards are the desig-
nated authorizers for all charter schools, except for cy-
ber-, or online, charters, which are authorized by the 
Pennsylvania Board of Education. This year, there are 
176 brick-and-mortar charter schools operating across 
the state, serving some 130,000 students. Of those, 86 
schools—nearly half of them—are in Philadelphia. 

As the charter sector has grown, we’ve seen many 
benefits. Parents have taken the opportunity to enroll 
their children in schools that offer unique learning 
settings unavailable within their traditional district. 
But at the same time, the opening up of the public 
trough to private providers has brought with it (per-
haps inevitably) the opportunity for abuse. Across the 
nation, and in Pennsylvania, we have seen too many 
instances where the promise of chartering has been 
subverted by people out to game the system or make a 
buck. In Pennsylvania alone, dozens of charter school 
operators are currently, or have been, the subject of 

RESTORING  
   THE PUBLIC TRUST:
PUBLIC ACCOUNTABILITY FOR PENNSYLVANIA CHARTER SCHOOLS

  March 11, 2014

“ The families and communities of Philadelphia place an immense amount of trust in our schools. Parents trust our 
schools to keep their children safe. They trust our schools to provide their children with the education they need  
to grow up and lead a good life. Children and youth trust our schools to help them fulfill their potential and achieve 
their dreams. Many of Philadelphia’s young people trust their schools to help them escape poverty. And we all trust 
our schools to help create the foundation for a healthy, safe and prosperous Philadelphia.” (“The Philadelphia 
Community Education Plan—Excellent Schools for All Children,” by the Philadelphia Coalition Advocating for  
Public Schools, 2012.)



2   RESTORING THE PUBLIC TRUST 

investigation for ethics, financial or other malfea-
sance.2   

In the face of these incidents and others, the public 
trust in charter schooling has begun to crumble.

It is time to revisit our state charter law and consider 
some commonsense revisions to address and curb 
the persistent problems in chartering. In this report, 
we outline some of the specific abuses that districts 
like ours—Philadelphia—have experienced, and we 
offer our recommendations for increased regulation 
and stronger oversight. Action can be taken on many 
levels: Though the ultimate regulation of charter 
schools must come from our General Assembly, indi-
vidual authorizers, school management networks or 
even individual schools can take steps to comply with 
these recommendations. Earlier this month, our own 
authorizer, the School Reform Commission (SRC), put 
forward a set of proposals designed to strengthen its 
own oversight of Philadelphia charters. We applaud 
this step but would argue that the SRC’s proposals do 
not go far enough.

Our recommendations emerge out of our own experi-
ences—as parents, students, educators and com-
munity members who attend, send our children to, 
or work at both traditional public schools and Phila-
delphia charter schools; pay our taxes to support our 
schools; and live in communities served by both types 
of schools. We see some of the benefits and the chal-
lenges firsthand.

We don’t want to constrain charter schools from their 
ability to innovate. We want to see our entire system 
of public schools—both traditional and charter—con-
tribute to equitable educational opportunities, safer 
communities, less poverty and a stronger, healthier 
commonwealth. Our call for commonsense regulation 
of the charter industry supports that goal.    
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I. ENSURE A COLLECTIVE PUBLIC MISSION

Public education represents a society’s commitment 
to each and every child. Through our collective financ-
ing of a system of free public schools, we commit to 
providing all children and youth with the opportunity 
to learn. That means providing schools that offer a full 
range of academic courses along with necessary pro-
grams in the arts, athletics and technology. It means 
ensuring that students have access to enrichment 
programs, mentoring, cultural experiences and more. 
And it means providing these opportunities in a safe, 
welcoming and community-centered environment. 
We also commit to equity. Our public schools must 
provide that opportunity to all students across the 
board, and must meet students with the supports and 
services they need to succeed.

Public charter schools can play an important role in 
reaching that commitment by offering programs and 
practices that are not available in the traditional sec-
tor. We trust charter schools to use their autonomy to 
try new methods of organizing classrooms or instruc-
tion, and we understand the mission as improving our 
public education system overall.  

Yet some advocates embrace a different mission for 
charters: to infuse public education with a business 
orientation that seeks to improve all schools by creat-
ing a competitive marketplace where schools aggres-
sively compete for “customers.” Under a competitive 
framework, the goal of chartering is to expand the 
sector’s “market share” as rapidly as possible, to put 
pressure on the traditional public district. These 
charter schools work to actively recruit students away 
from public schools and create a climate of winners 
and losers in communities and districts that instead 
should be working together.  

Sadly, this aggressive model of charter growth has 

taken hold in Philadelphia and now is undermining 
the city’s traditional public schools—and the educa-
tion they provide to a majority of Philadelphia’s young 
people. Instead of a small network of experimental 
schools, Philadelphia’s charter sector now enrolls 
more than 30 percent of our young people—some-
times offering them fewer academic opportunities—
while drawing a disproportionate amount of scarce 
resources away from the School District of Philadel-
phia (SDP) and undermining the services provided to 
students in traditional public schools. Consider:

•    A 2013 report by Moody’s Investors Service found 
that the dramatic expansion of charter schools in 
economically weak urban areas creates increasing 
financial stress on traditional school districts.3 

•    According to the Boston Consulting Group, which 
issued a series of reports on the future of the Phila-
delphia public schools in 2012, each student who 
enrolls in a charter school costs the district $7,000 
more than if the student were in a traditional public 
school.4

•    The Boston Consulting Group’s proposal for Phila-
delphia, provided to the SDP in a time of fiscal 
crisis, projected that adherence to the district’s plan 
(which recommends the significant expansion of the 
charter sector in the district) would cost the district 
an additional $516 million over five years.5

•    In 2013, the School District of Philadelphia an-
nounced the closure of 37 traditional public schools, 
citing declining enrollment and inadequate fund-
ing to support empty seats. Yet, that same year, the 
School Reform Commission authorized the expan-
sion of more than 5,000 charter seats at a projected 
cost of $139 million.6

•    At the same time that the charter sector has been ex-
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panding, SDP schools have undergone severe budget 
cutbacks. SDP schools now struggle without school 
nurses, with only 43 certified librarians for 249 
schools, and with half the previous cohort of coun-
selors, student advisers and social service liaisons. 

We need to reaffirm the common, public purpose of 
our compulsory schools, and ensure that traditional 
and charter school sectors are working together to 
enhance, and not undermine, each other. Educating  
all children effectively requires collaboration, not 
competition.

Public Accountability Recommendations:

P  All school districts that have authorized char-
ter schools should be required to develop (and 
regularly update) a citywide 10-year school plan, 
including projected demographic changes, new 
school openings, necessary and recommended 
closings, and geographic distribution of schools 
and students to avoid competition between 
school sectors. These plans should be updated or 
re-evaluated regularly. The development and re-
evaluation of the plans should be subject to robust 
public input, communitywide hearings and rigor-
ous impact statements to ensure that all students 
are served equitably across the district. 

P  Districts should be required to place a morato-
rium on new charters or the expansion of existing 
charter schools until these cross-sector plans are 
in place.

P  District and charter schools should be required 
to participate in mandatory public reporting 
of a wide range of indicators of school condi-
tions and offerings, including class size ranges 
and averages; access to art, music and physi-
cal education programs; availability of after-
school programs; facility quality and features; 
availability of advanced curricula; teacher and 
principal experience and qualifications; teacher 
and principal turnover; access to social workers, 
school psychologists, guidance counselors and 
nurses; access to staffed school libraries; school 
discipline data and methods; student and par-
ent involvement; student attendance; gradua-

tion rates and assessment results; and services 
provided to special needs and English language 
learners.

P  The state should require an annual assessment of 
the impact of charter schools on the traditional 
school system, including the flow of funding 
between sectors, student enrollment trends and 
educational outcomes. This assessment should 
also identify best practices within both sectors, 
and ensure that these practices are being shared 
across sectors to improve educational outcomes 
as a whole. The results of this assessment should 
be made widely available to the public through 
the authorizer’s website.

P  Authorizers should be required to prepare a writ-
ten report analyzing the financial impact of any 
new charter school application before it is submit-
ted to the SRC.t1 

II. REQUIRE TRANSPARENT AND  
REPRESENTATIVE GOVERNANCE

Because charter schools are funded with public 
dollars and serve a public good, their governing 
boards should be open to and representative of 
the communities that they serve. Engaging the 
public in public schools isn’t just good policy. In 
fact, the best ideas for improving schools often 
come from the students, parents, teachers, school 
employees and other community members who 
are in our schools nearly every day. Both tradi-
tional public schools and charter schools should 
welcome mechanisms for public and school 
community input and decision-making.

The companion to public input is transparency. 
Charter schools, authorizers and management 
organizations should be required to maintain 
robust online access to a full range of informa-
tion. Lack of transparency has been a significant 

1. A t  after a recommendation indicates that this recommendation is also 
being proposed by the Philadelphia School Reform Commission as a way to 
strengthen its authorizing and oversight roles.
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challenge for authorizers, and opened the door to 
malfeasance in Philadelphia and elsewhere:

•      Research by the mayor of Philadelphia’s Education 
Office found that only about half of the city’s charter 
schools posted minutes from their board meetings 
on the school’s website.7

•     “Pennsylvania’s charter schools routinely ignore the 
state’s Right-To-Know Law,” stated Terry Mutchler, 
the executive director of the state’s Office of Open 
Records at a Senate hearing last May. Though char-
ter schools are bound to comply, Mutchler told the 
Senate committee that her office had received 239 
appeals in cases where charter schools either reject-
ed or failed to answer requests from the public for 
information on budgets, payrolls or student rosters.8 

Public Accountability Recommendations:

P  Each charter school’s original application 
and charter agreement should be available 
to the public online, through the websites of 
both the individual school and the charter 
authorizer.

P  Charter school governing boards should be 
elected and include representation of par-
ents at the school (elected by parents), teach-
ers (elected by teachers) and, in the case of 
high schools, students (elected by students). 
Nonparent/teacher/student members of the 
governing board should be required to be 
residents of the school district in which the 
school(s) operate.

P  A full list of each charter school’s governing 
board, with affiliation and contact informa-
tion, should be available on the school’s 
website.

P  Governing boards of charter schools should 
be based in the district in which the schools 
operate.

P  Staff of any authorizing agency should be 
prohibited from working at a charter school 

or charter management organization for one 
year after their employment by the authoriz-
ing agency. t

P  All charter schools should be required to 
form a School Advisory Council or other par-
ent advisory group t (the SRC proposes this 
only for new charters).

P  Members of charter school governing boards 
should be required to file full financial 
disclosure reports, as well as to report on any 
potential conflicts of interest, relationships 
with management companies or other busi-
ness dealings with the school, its manage-
ment company or other charter schools. 
These documents should be available to the 
public online through the authorizer.

P  Minutes from charter school governing 
board meetings, the school’s policies, infor-
mation about staff, instructional strategies, 
curriculum, school rules and behavior codes 
should be available on every charter school’s 
website. 

P  CEO and principals’ salaries and benefit pack-
ages at all charter schools and networks should be 
publicly disclosed, and regulated in proportion to 
those of other district principals, superintendents 
or chancellors. 

P  Charter schools are subject to Pennsylvania’s Sun-
shine Laws. Any failure of schools to release docu-
ments pertaining to governing board meetings, 
school policy and data, or to require members 
of the public to file formal freedom of informa-
tion requests to obtain these documents, must be 
swiftly addressed and corrected by the authorizer.  

P  The use of for-profit corporate management com-
panies should be banned. Public schools should 
not be a source of private profit. State law should 
prohibit charters from being held by for-profit enti-
ties, and should prohibit charter governing boards 
to subcontract the management of the school in 
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substantial part with a for-profit management 
entity.

III. FUND, AND ENSURE RIGOROUS OVERSIGHT 

In Philadelphia, at least, our charter schools are 
woefully undermonitored. There are currently 
only six people in the SRC’s Charter Schools 
Office, tasked with reviewing every application 
for a new charter and providing oversight to the 
city’s 86 existing charter schools. The office has 
not had a permanent director for many months. 
The School Reform Commission, in its new pro-
posed policy provisions, acknowledges that the 
Charter Schools Office must be fully resourced 
to carry out its authorizing and oversight 
responsibilities. Without aggressive oversight, 
much can go wrong:

•   The Harambee Institute of Science and Tech-
nology Charter School in Philadelphia was 
found to be running a nightclub in the school’s 
cafeteria on nights and weekends.9

•    Vitalistic Therapeutic Charter School in Beth-
lehem, Pa., closed abruptly in January of 2013, 
after months of charges and countercharges 
over the school’s handling of public funds. The 
school, which served low-income students 
with severe mental health issues, received 
more than $19 million dollars in local, state 
and federal tax money in the decade that it 
was open. A newspaper investigation of the 
school found that Vitalistic had stopped offer-
ing legally mandated speech therapy because 
funding provided for the services had been 
used for other purposes. Nearly $9,500 in food 
vendor bills have gone unpaid, and part of a 
federal education grant was used to pay a util-
ity bill among, other findings. The newspaper’s 
investigation—which was conducted nearly a 
year before the school finally closed—showed 
that the school owed creditors more than 
$87,000.10

Public Accountability Recommendations:

P  Cap the number of charter schools, as well as 
the number of seats available in charters, un-
less and until adequate oversight is provided. 

P  Provide additional state funding (separate 
from general funding for the state’s public 
school districts) specifically for the oversight 
and monitoring of the state’s charter schools. 

P  Charter school financial documents should 
be made available to the public annually, on 
the authorizer’s website. These documents 
should include detailed information about 
the use of both public and private funds by 
the school and its management entities.

P  All vendor or service contracts over $25,000 
at any charter school should be available 
as public information on the authorizer’s 
website.

IV. LEVEL THE PLAYING FIELD

Charter schools have the responsibility to provide 
educational opportunities to students without pick-
ing and choosing who they serve. Together with 
the traditional public school district in which they 
operate, charters bear the responsibility as public 
institutions to ensure that students are being served 
equitably across the board.  

In Philadelphia, we have seen the widespread use of 
subtle enrollment practices that result in some of our 
most vulnerable students being unable to access char-
ter schools of their choice. This is particularly true of 
students with disabilities and English language learn-
ers, who are underrepresented in our city’s charter 
sector. But the barriers to enrollment go deeper. These 
practices are problematic in many ways: They deny 
some students the promise of choice that the General 
Assembly intended charters to provide. They damage 
the public’s trust of charter school claims of superior 
academic outcomes (if they can choose their students, 
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how can charters verify that their educational in-
novations are viable?). And they result in the over-
representation of our most vulnerable and difficult to 
serve students in traditional public schools, which are 
simultaneously stripped of the resources necessary to 
serve them. 

Commonsense regulation of charter schools includes 
aggressive monitoring of enrollment practices:

•    The CREDO Institute at Stanford University found, 
in a 2011 study, that special education students 
were underrepresented in Pennsylvania charter 
schools, compared with the state’s traditional pub-
lic schools.11  

•    As of July 2012, fewer than one-third of 63 charter 
schools reviewed by the School District of Philadel-
phia made their applications available in languages 
other than English. Six city charters refused to 
provide district staff with a copy of their application 
form.12

•    Philadelphia’s MaST Community Charter School, 
one of the city’s top-performing charter schools, 
claims that its lottery is open to the public and 
randomized. A recent report found, however, that 
compared with the district-run schools, “MaST 
serves a population that’s wealthier, whiter, and 
lacking in students with learning impediments.”13 

•    A recent audit done by Public Citizens for Children 
and Youth found that 16 charter schools seeking 
renewal through the SRC last year do not enroll 
special education students, English language 
learners and low-income students at the average 
district rate. Ten of the schools were found to have 
significant barriers to enrollment. One school had 
a special education enrollment rate that is a third of 
the district’s rate.14

•    Residents in the Baldwin-Whitehall School District 
expressed concern after some families received 
application packets in the mail from Young Schol-
ars of Western Pennsylvania Charter School, while 
others did not.15 

•    At Green Woods Charter School, applications for 

enrollment are available only one day a year, to 
families who have attended an open house at a golf 
club in the Philadelphia suburbs. The “registration 
site” is more than two miles from public trans-
portation. There is no online application, nor are 
applications available at the school itself. Not sur-
prisingly, Green Woods has one of the whitest and 
most affluent student bodies in the city (in 2012, 80 
percent of the students were white and 17 percent 
were eligible for free or reduced-price meals).16

•    Eastern University Academy Charter School’s appli-
cation form is 10 pages long, and requires student 
and parent essays, a typed book report and three 
letters of recommendation.17

Public Accountability Recommendations:

P  Ensure that charter schools—as well as tradi-
tional public schools—are fully funded to support 
the needs of students with disabilities, English 
language learners and other categories of stu-
dents. No student should be pushed out or denied 
access to a school because that school can’t of-
fer—or chooses not to provide—the supports that 
student needs.    

P  Require all applications for a charter to include 
detailed plans for the school’s enrollment and 
registration procedures, to ensure that they will 
not result in selectivity (procedures to be available 
online at both the school’s website and with the 
authorizer). Require charter authorizers to pro-
vide ongoing monitoring of these procedures and 
of student data to identify disparities that might 
indicate discriminatory practices. 

P  Require authorizers to monitor charter school 
enrollment and retention practices through uni-
form and consistent data requirements to ensure 
that charter schools are enrolling a proportionate 
share of students across subgroups. Establish an 
escalating series of penalties that would apply to 
schools that are found to have disproportionate 
representation of students.  

P  Prohibit schools from requiring that students and/
or parents sign binding “contracts” that require 
them to meet certain behavioral or academic 
standards, or require parents to volunteer a cer-



8   RESTORING THE PUBLIC TRUST 

tain number of hours at the school or meet other 
conditions.

P  Prohibit charter schools from requiring prospec-
tive students to produce Social Security cards, 
Individualized Educational Plans or academic 
reports as a condition of enrollment.

P  Create an independent ombudsman office within 
each school district where parents can challenge 
or appeal enrollment or departure decisions by 
the charter school. If the ombudsman finds that 
the family was unfairly pushed away from the 
school, that family shall be offered enrollment 
at the school. The ombudsman office should 
maintain an online system that identifies char-
ter schools that have been found to have unfair 
enrollment practices.   

P  Require charter schools to accept “over-the-
counter” (late-enrolling) students throughout the 
school year to maintain full enrollment.

P  Allow the district to withhold funding for students 
enrolled above the enrollment limits in charter 
agreements.t  

V. DISRUPT THE SCHOOL-TO-PRISON PIPELINE 

For years, community-based and student-led groups 
have exposed and decried the impact of school disci-
pline policies that disproportionately affect students 
of color and result in these students being suspended, 
expelled or pushed out of schools at alarming rates. 
In Philadelphia, a new Student Code of Conduct 
was passed in August 2012 that reduces reliance on 
suspensions and expulsions in favor of other, more 
productive alternatives.18 

Charter schools are not subject to the School District 
of Philadelphia policies regarding discipline. Many 
parents trust charter schools to offer a safe learn-
ing environment for their students. But harsh, zero-
tolerance discipline policies in many charter schools 
don’t ensure safety. Instead, they result in too many 
students being pushed out of or suspended from the 
school, without helping them learn basic strategies to 
avoid or resolve conflict.

 •    An analysis by Education Week found that Philadel-
phia charter schools (and those in several other U.S. 
cities) had higher suspension and expulsion rates 
than traditional public schools.19

•    In an effort to analyze charter and traditional 
school discipline policies in 2012, a team of 
researchers from Brown University attempted to 
review discipline policies at 12 Philadelphia char-
ter schools. They were unable to obtain discipline 
policies from half of the schools—either on the 
school’s website or by calling the school to request 
it. In addition, among the charter policies they 
were able to review, the majority of them had no 
provisions for parent appeals or due process in the 
case of student discipline.20

Public Accountability Recommendations:

P  Each charter school should be required to make 
their school discipline policy publicly avail-
able on the school’s website, so that parents can 
thoroughly review the policy before enrolling 
their child. All charter discipline policies should 
include explicit provisions regarding due process 
for students, parental appeals and notification 
rights, and the right to a hearing.

P  Prohibit charter schools from imposing mon-
etary fines on students for violations of discipline 
policy. 

P  Require all districts to establish a cross-sector stu-
dent identification system that allows the district 
to track student mobility and provide supports to 
students who move between schools during the 
course of the school year.

P  Require public documentation and reporting 
of student attrition throughout the school year, 
including date, reason and disposition (where 
the student ends up). This should include all 
disciplinary actions (both in-school and out-of-
school suspensions, and referrals to law enforce-
ment), and “voluntary” and “involuntary” exits, 
and should be disaggregated by race/ethnicity, 
gender, age, grade level, free/reduced-price meal 
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status, disability status and English proficiency 
status. 

P  Per pupil funding, provided to schools based on 
their enrollment, should be adjusted throughout 
the school year to accommodate changes in en-
rollment due to mobility.  

VI. TEACHERS AND TEACHING FOR  
ACADEMIC EXCELLENCE

Education research is clear that high-quality teaching 
makes a big difference in student academic outcomes. 
Research is also clear that teachers improve their 
instructional and classroom management skills over 
time. In other words, experience matters. All our stu-
dents deserve high-quality teachers, no matter what 
school they attend. And all our teachers deserve the 
supports they need to offer high-quality instruction, 
and to continually improve their skills and practices.  

Most charter schools employ teachers on an “at will” 
basis and experience much higher teacher turnover 
than traditional public schools. They also tend to 
have teacher workforces that are, on average, younger 
and whiter than traditional public schools, and have 
higher percentages of teachers who are not fully certi-
fied under state law.  

•    Our students benefit from a well-rounded teach-
ing staff that includes both experienced and novice 
educators who can learn from each other, and that 
is culturally representative of the students they 
serve, is respected and supported through a collab-
orative school atmosphere, is provided with high-
quality professional development, and is known by 
and engaged with parents and the community.  

•    Allegations were made in 2012 about Truebright 
Science Academy Charter School in Philadelphia 
concerning a lack of certified teachers and irregu-
larities over how teachers were paid. Documents 
showed that many of the teachers at Truebright 
were Turkish nationals, working in the United States 
on nonimmigrant visas, and that some of these 
teachers were receiving higher salaries than fully 
certified American teachers at the school.21 

Public Accountability Recommendations:

P  Require charter schools to comply with teacher 
certification requirements applicable to traditional 
public schools.

P  Require charter schools to report annually on their 
teacher workforce, including racial and ethnic 
makeup, teachers’ years of experience, degrees 
held and teacher turnover rates.  

P  Prohibit the contracting out of more than 5 percent 
of a school’s teaching staff to an external entity.  

P  Require that charter applications include language 
of neutrality and non-interference with teach-
ers’ and school employees’ rights to unionize and 
to bargain collectively over working conditions. 
These rights must include due process rights for all 
school employees as a condition for receiving and/
or renewing a charter.

VII. END THE FIGHTS OVER FACILITIES  

Finding and paying for appropriate facilities has always 
been a challenge for charter schools. Charters need 
safe and secure buildings with enough space for a full 
range of program offerings, small classrooms for pull-
out work, adequate school libraries, science labs, gym 
and athletic facilities, and more. Our traditional public 
schools deserve this too.

Because charter schools are separately funded, finding 
facilities has often been a huge challenge. Unfortu-
nately, there is an undeniable shortage of adequate 
and appropriate space for schools. And, sadly, there 
is a cohort of real estate investors ready to take advan-
tage of charter operators’ dire need for schools and the 
availability of public money to pay for them. We need 
to work to ensure that both traditional and charter 
schools have the space they need, without profit-mind-
ed real estate brokers making off with public funding.

•   In 2013, the executive director of Keystone Educa-
tion Center Charter School in Mercer County was 
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fined for leasing properties for the school from a real 
estate company he owned, without the approval of 
the school’s governing board.22

Public Accountability Recommendations:

P  Require parents, educators and community mem-
bers from both traditional public schools and 
charter schools to be consulted and engaged in 
any decision to co-locate a charter school within 
an existing public school facility.

P  Require an independent entity to assess the 
availability of space and the potential impact of 
co-location on the existing schools.

P  Assert explicitly that all school property, equip-
ment and materials purchased by a charter school 
with public dollars is public property and must 
be surrendered to the public sector if the charter 
school closes for any reason.  

P  Require biannual, detailed reports of capital 
improvements in co-located charter schools to be 
posted online.

VIII. END THE CYBERSCHOOL BOONDOGGLE

Cyberschools, or online charter schools, are autho-
rized by the Pennsylvania Department of Education. 
Currently, more than 35,000 students statewide, 
including 7,100 in Philadelphia, are enrolled in online 
charter schools. Unfortunately, the academic track 
record of the online school industry is abysmal. While 
the idea of online learning may make sense to some 
families, the results of these programs and some of 
their conduct should make them subject to prohibi-
tion or, at minimum, greater regulation.

•    According to state data in Pennsylvania, the aver-
age performance of cybercharters was more than 33 
points behind that of traditional public schools.23 In 
a 2012 report,24 none of Pennsylvania’s 12 cyberchar-
ters made adequate yearly progress as determined 
by federal law.

•    Pennsylvania’s cybercharter schools were found to 
have performance “substantially lower than the per-
formance at brick-and-mortar charters” according 
to a 2011 report by Stanford’s Center for Research on 
Education Outcomes.25

•    Cyberschools consume more funding than they 
need, given their lack of brick-and-mortar buildings. 
Districts are required to pass along to cybercharters 
about 80 percent of the funds they would have oth-
erwise received to educate students. Pennsylvania’s 
16 cybercharters received more than $366 million in 
taxpayer funds in the last school year.26

•    Online schools in Pennsylvania receive per pupil 
allocations based on local district allocations, even 
though the online schools don’t provide all of the 
services that brick-and-mortar schools provide, like 
libraries, athletics and school lunches.27

•    In August of 2013, Nick Trombetta, the founder and 
former CEO of Pennsylvania’s largest cybercharter 
school was indicted in Pittsburgh for the theft of $8 
million in public money through a range of schemes 
and fund transfers related to the operation of the 
Pennsylvania Cyber Charter School.28

Public Accountability Recommendations:
Prohibit online charter schools statewide. Or:

P  Establish a state-level office of cyberschool 
oversight that is charged with (and provided the 
resources for) monitoring cyberschool compli-
ance with educational and financial regulations. 

P  Establish a task force or commission charged 
with developing a reasonable formula for fund-
ing cyberschools that takes into consideration the 
school’s educational and administrative needs. 

P  Require cybercharter schools to ensure that their 
students are in compliance with the state’s com-
pulsory attendance laws.  

P  Require that the teachers, administrators and cer-
tified staff of all cybercharter schools authorized 
by the state are licensed and credentialed under 
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state law, and that they are evaluated under the 
same system in place for teachers, administrators 
and certified staff across the state

CONCLUSIONS:

Pennsylvania families place an immense amount of 
trust in our public schools. The state’s charter schools 
deserve that trust as well. Our General Assembly 
voted to experiment with charters in 1997, as a way to 
encourage innovation and increase the opportunities 
for students and families to choose the right academic 
setting and educators to be more deeply involved in 
instructional practice. Many charter schools across the 
state are doing just that.

But too many examples of intentional or unintentional 
betrayal of that trust threaten to erode the public sup-
port for charter schooling. It’s time for commonsense 
regulation that allows the best features of chartering to 
flourish, while weeding out the practices and loop-
holes that have cost our state so much in both dollars 
and public trust. It’s time to restore the trust. 
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