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Good morning, Chairman Bizzarro and distinguished members of the House Democratic Policy 

Committee. My name is Dr. Shane Hotchkiss, Superintendent of the Bermudian Springs School 

District, Chair of the Pennsylvania Association of School Administrators (PASA) Legislative 

Committee, and Executive Board Member of the American Association of School 

Administrators (AASA).  I am here today representing PASA, whose members include school 

district superintendents, assistant superintendents, intermediate unit executive directors and other 

public-school system leaders from across Pennsylvania.  I appreciate the opportunity to provide 

comments regarding increases to charter school tuition during the COVID-19 pandemic and it 

impact on school districts. 

 

PASA believes that the Pennsylvania Charter School Law can be improved for both charter 

schools and traditional public schools based on more than two decades of data and observation of 

charter school operations in the commonwealth.  

 

The charter school law is based on the deeply flawed assumption that the same amount of money 

can appropriately fund two separate and distinct systems of education. The underlying issues of 

charter school legislation are cause for serious concern and require serious action. PASA offers 

the following information and recommendations for consideration of charter school reform. 

 



The funding formula for charter schools must be updated to reflect the actual cost needed to 

educate students in these alternative environments.  Charter school tuition increased by more 

than $200 million across the commonwealth in 2018-2019 and 2019-2020. 

 

The pandemic has resulted in a significant spike of cyber charter school enrollment, resulting in 

an increase of approximately 24,000 students at the beginning of the 2020-2021 school year.  

This has resulted in tuition payments to cyber charter schools increasing by an estimated $350 

million in this current year and approximately $440 million more in tuition for charter schools 

and cyber charter schools combined, according to the PASBO-PASA-PARSS Budget Report 

released in January 2021.  In the Bermudian Springs School District, we have nearly 140 

students enrolled in an outside cyber charter school.  This is an increase of almost 100 students 

from the 2019-2020 school year.  Just the additional students that enrolled in the cyber charter 

schools will cost our district more than $1 million over than last year’s cost.  This will bring our 

total cyber charter tuition costs to a little more than $1.9 million. 

 

Much of this increase in student enrollment is due to the excessive advertising campaigns by 

cyber charter schools throughout the summer of 2020.  While cyber charter schools were 

spending millions of dollars on advertising to attract families to their online programs, traditional 

public school districts were working diligently throughout the summer to re-tool their on-line 

capability and to offer quality cyber learning to students if the districts were not able to hold full 

in-person or hybrid learning.  Traditional public schools focused their resources this past summer 

on professional development for their teachers and the acquisition of technology to improve 

online learning options.  This is another frustrating example and clear indicator that cyber charter 

school tuition rates are exceedingly higher than needed to operate their programs.  Public school 

districts do not have millions of dollars in their budget to allocate to advertising campaigns and 

would be severely criticized by their stakeholders if they expended funds in this manner.   

 

The current charter school funding formula results in significant percentage increases in charter 

school tuition each year. As school district budgets increase, charter school tuition increases at a 

much higher rate than inflation or the consumer price index based on the current charter school 

funding formula.  Just as school districts are limited to increasing property tax revenue by the 



annual Act 1 Index, charter school tuition should not exceed the Act 1 Index either.  This 

limitation could save school district taxpayers approximately $100 million per year.   

 

Many traditional public school districts have been operating full-time, on-line learning programs 

for their students for years at substantially lower cost than what they are paying for a student to 

attend a cyber charter school. In most cases, school districts operate full-time online learning 

programs for their students using the same on-line curriculum and learning management system 

that cyber charter schools use at half the cost of cyber charter school tuition.  The tuition formula 

needs to reflect a realistic operating cost for cyber charter schools based on actual expenditures. 

 

The Governor has recommended a flat rate for cyber charter school tuition set at $9,500, which 

would save districts approximately $130 million per year.  This change along would save the 

Bermudian Springs School District nearly $500,000.  PASA believes this flat rate figure is higher 

than what is needed to operate cyber charter schools, and we refer the committee to PASA’s 

2018 White Paper comparing the significant cost differential of cyber charter schools and 

district-operated cyber learning programs at the following link: https://www.pasa-

net.org//Files/SurveysAndReports/2018/CyberCharterRPT06-19-18.pdf 

 

The cost of special education students attending charter schools needs to be changed to 

accurately reflect the costs of educating special needs children. The current formula assumes that 

16% of the district’s population is classified as special education.  Therefore, the total cost of a 

district’s special education expenditures is divided by 16%, which is added on the tuition bill for 

cyber student if they have an IEP.  PASA recommends that the four-tiered Special Education 

Funding formula be used to calculate the special education tuition for all charters schools which 

will better reflect actual costs of providing services to special education students based on their 

individualized educational program. This was a recommendation from the bipartisan Special 

Education Funding Commission and will save school districts an estimated $99 million annually. 

The Governor has recommended this change in his charter school law reform proposal as part of 

his budget proposal, and PASA supports this effort. 

 

https://www.pasa-net.org/Files/SurveysAndReports/2018/CyberCharterRPT06-19-18.pdf
https://www.pasa-net.org/Files/SurveysAndReports/2018/CyberCharterRPT06-19-18.pdf


PASA understands that cyber charter schools are part of the educational landscape and provide 

an option to parents wanting a home-based, full-time online learning option from a provider 

other than their local school district.  However, PASA implores the General Assembly to level 

the playing field and cease giving cyber charter schools excessive amounts of funding from local 

districts at the expense of students in local school districts who represent the overwhelming 

majority of school-aged children in Pennsylvania. 

 

We appreciate the opportunity to provide comments on this critical issue and look forward to 

working with the General Assembly and the Governor to find a resolution to the cyber charter 

school funding issue. 

 

 

 


