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Summary and Recommendations 
 
 
 In July 2016, the Officers of the Legislative Budget & Finance Committee 
adopted a study of the financial impact of public charter schools on Pennsylvania 
school districts.  The study is also to include parental reasons for placing their chil-
dren in charter schools.   
 
 We found: 
 

x Pennsylvania is one of 43 states, including all but one neighboring state,1 
with laws providing for public charter schools as one type of publicly sup-
ported school choice option.2  In 2013, Pennsylvania accounted for just over 
5 percent of charter school enrollment nationwide, with only Arizona, Califor-
nia, Florida, Michigan, and Texas having higher enrollments.  According to 
Pennsylvania Department of Education (PDE) data, on October 1, 2015, 
134,925 students were enrolled in public charter schools, including 23,250 
special education students and 111,675 nonspecial education students. 

 
x The 43 states with public charter school laws vary in important ways.  For 

example: 
 

� Twenty-two of the 43 states, including Pennsylvania, do not limit the number 
of charter schools and/or enrollment through statutory “caps.”  Absence of 
such “caps,” however, does not indicate the state is without processes for 
limiting charter school authorization or enrollment.  In Delaware, for ex-
ample, where a local school board or the Department of Education may 
authorize a public charter school, a local school board may limit the num-
ber of new charter school applications it will consider in any year.  Dela-
ware’s statute also provides for consideration of impact on the school dis-
trict, including financial impact, along with other criteria when approving 
or disapproving a charter application or expansion request.  Specifically, 
regulation provides that such financial impact: 

 
Shall include, but shall not be limited to, projected increases and de-
creases in costs and in revenues by local education agencies, including 
fixed costs, teacher units, and transportation expenses, which are cal-
culated using publicly available and verifiable data and information.3 

 

                                            
1 West Virginia does not have a law providing for charter schools. 
2 Other public school choice options available in Pennsylvania include magnet schools, career and technical cen-
ters, inter-district open enrollment, tuition tax credits and deductions, and full-time multi-district online 
schools. 
3 14 Del. Admin. Code, 275:3.10.1.2. 



S-2 
 

� Only 11 of the 43 states, including Pennsylvania, require school districts to be 
responsible for charter school student transportation.  Pennsylvania is 
unique among such states as it mandates school districts provide trans-
portation services for charter school students they are not required to pro-
vide to district students, including transportation based on the charter 
school’s operating schedule (i.e., hours and days and school closings) and 
transportation 10 miles outside of the district’s geographic boundaries.  
 

� Charter school funding routinely includes access to local revenue sources4 in 
only 135 of the 43 states.  Of the 13 states that provide significant local rev-
enues, Pennsylvania had the highest proportion of local revenues, based 
on 2011 data.  Its local revenue proportion was substantially more than 
New Jersey (84 percent compared to New Jersey’s 23 percent), twice that 
of Florida, Massachusetts, and New York, four times more than Califor-
nia, and seven times more than Delaware.  The dominance of revenues 
from local school districts as the primary funding source for Pennsylvania 
charter schools has been consistent over time. 

 
� Of the 13 states that routinely depend on local revenues to fund charter 

schools, only Pennsylvania and Massachusetts make supplemental payments 
for students with disabilities based on assumptions that a fixed portion of the 
student body are students with disabilities and have similar intensities of disa-
bility and resource requirements. 6, 7  When such assumptions are not accu-
rate, a disproportionate share of available special education funding is ef-
fectively directed to schools serving relatively fewer students in need of 

                                            
4 Government fund revenues can result from (1) taxation, (2) nonexchange transactions (e.g., fines, fees for li-
censes and permits, etc.), and (3) exchange transactions (e.g., charges for services, investment income, etc.), ac-
cording to the Government Accounting Standards Board (GASB).  For purposes of government accounting, reve-
nues are typically segregated by source, such as federal, state, or local sources.  PDE’s Chart of Accounts in-
structs charter schools to classify all tuition payments from school districts as local revenue.  For Pennsylvania 
school districts as a whole, local tax revenues account for 96 percent of all local revenues (which comprise more 
than one-half of school district total revenue).    
5 The 13 states include California, Delaware, Florida, Illinois, Louisiana, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, New 
Jersey, New York, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, and Rhode Island. 
6 Pennsylvania’s mandatory supplemental tuition formula assumes 16 percent of the school district’s average 
daily membership consists of students with disabilities. 
7 Delaware, Maryland, New York, Florida, Louisiana, Maine, and Rhode Island fund special education services 
for district and charter school students through their foundation/base funding formulas.  New Jersey funds two-
thirds of special education costs through its equalization aid formula and one-third through special categorical 
grants funding.  Speech and language only students are excluded from New Jersey’s counts distributing the spe-
cial categorical grants.  The five remaining states (Pennsylvania, California, Illinois, Massachusetts, and North 
Carolina), fund special education students through categorical or separate funding.  In California and North 
Carolina supplemental funding is based on actual counts (rather than estimates) of students with disabilities, 
and proportional supplements are passed on for charter school students.  In Illinois, charter schools receive ne-
gotiated tuition payments from local school districts based on actual student counts.   
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special education and/or less intense and/or less costly services.8  Massa-
chusetts attempts to address possible differences in intensity and service 
resource requirements by providing a role for school districts in the devel-
opment of a student’s individual education plan (IEP), and excluding all 
out-of-district placement costs from the calculation of the school district’s 
reimbursement rate for charter school students.  Pennsylvania school dis-
tricts do not have such a role, and such high intensity service costs are not 
excluded from a school district expenditures when calculating a district’s 
charter school special education tuition supplement.  

 
In 2016, based on PDE data, the Pennsylvania School Boards Association 
(PSBA) reported Pennsylvania school districts in 2014-15 paid over $466.8 
million in special education tuition payments to charter schools, roughly 
$294.8 million of that being attributable to the special education tuition 
supplement.  At the same time charter schools reported special education 
expenditures of $193.1 million.  The $101.7 difference indicates charter 
schools are receiving substantially more than what was spent in meeting 
the needs of their special education students. 

 
� Only Pennsylvania and two (Illinois and New Jersey) of the 13 states that rou-

tinely depend on local revenue to fund charter schools provide for judicial ap-
peals of decisions to approve or deny charters.  Five (Delaware, Massachu-
setts, New York, North Carolina, and Rhode Island) of the 13 states do not 
even provide for administrative reviews.9 

 
x Virtually all of Pennsylvania’s public school districts had at least one stu-

dent attending a public charter school as of October 1, 2015; however, 51 
school districts accounted for almost 80 percent of all charter school en-
rollment.  The School District of Philadelphia has the largest charter school 
enrollment (over 70,000 students), or roughly half of all charter school enroll-
ment in the state.  Nonetheless, school districts with significant (i.e., more 
than 5 percent) charter school enrollment can be found in all corners of the 
state and in urban, suburban, and highly rural districts.  Allegheny (with 11 
school districts), Chester (6), Beaver (4), and Delaware (3) Counties have the 
highest number of school districts with substantial charter school student 
membership. 

                                            
8 The Education Law Center in a 2013 analysis of PDE data found Pennsylvania charter schools served a “no-
ticeably different” population of students than school districts, creating what it referred to as an “un-level play-
ing field.”  It noted the Philadelphia charter schools served higher than expected percentages of students with 
speech and language impairments and a specific learning disability and much lower percentages than would be 
expected for students with visual impairment, orthopedic disabilities, hearing impairments, mental retardation, 
autism, multiple disabilities, and emotional disturbances.  Similar findings were reported for Pittsburgh, Ches-
ter-Upland, York City, and Erie School Districts. 
9 In total, nine states provide opportunity for judicial appeals; twelve states are without administrative or judi-
cial appeal processes; and 20 states provide for some form of administrative review.  The remaining states pro-
vide opportunity for appeal petitions to be placed on the ballot. 
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� Only 7 of the 51 school districts had increasing enrollment in Pre-K through 
Grade 12 from 2011-12 through 2015-16.  Most of the seven school districts 
are located in suburban southeastern counties. 

 
� Over 40 percent (22 of 51) of the school districts with significant charter en-

rollment are known to be facing fiscal challenges.  They include 12 that re-
quested and received approval from PDE to raise their 2016-17 school 
year real estate taxes above the Taxpayer Relief Act10 index intended to 
serve as a cap on each school district’s allowable tax increase, and an ad-
ditional nine school districts, plus the City of Philadelphia School District, 
that have been recognized by the Commonwealth as financially distressed. 

 
 LB&FC staff reviewed information for several financially distressed districts 
where the impact of charter schools has been previously documented, and we 
reached out to the superintendents of the other school districts with significant 
charter school enrollment.  Thirty-six school district superintendents responded to 
our request and identified the financial impact of charter schools on their school dis-
tricts and suggestions for how to improve the relationship between their districts 
and charter schools.11  We found: 
 

x The financial impact of public charter schools on school districts is influ-
enced by several factors, and may be positive or negative.  Such impact 
may be positive, particularly if the district’s overall enrollment is increasing. 

 
� Several (4 of 36) school district superintendents identified specific positive im-

pacts: 
 

¾ Provision of a Local School.  One small western Pennsylvania school 
district reported charter schools have been “a life line,” as the district 
had not been able to operate a high school since the mid-1980s. 

¾ Prevent Overcrowding.  A large southeastern Pennsylvania school dis-
trict noted the district would not know where to place a high volume of 
returning charter school students. 

¾ Innovative Program.  A large central Pennsylvania school district noted 
a small “brick and mortar” charter school had successfully demon-
strated an innovative learning model, and the district would consider 
“hosting” the program as a district magnet school. 

¾ Customer Friendly Approaches.  A small central Pennsylvania school 
district noted charter schools had caused the district to be “more cus-
tomer friendly and innovative.” 

                                            
10 Act 2006-1 (Spec. Sess. #1). 
11 Almost all (34 of 36) of these school districts have at least half of their charter school students enrolled in 
“brick and mortar” charter schools.   
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¾ Online Curricula.  Twenty (of the 36) districts reported having intro-
duced their own fully online education curricula and/or hybrid educa-
tion options for district students, though such program enhancements 
possibly would have occurred absent the advent of cyber charter 
schools. 

 
� Most (29 of 36) school district superintendents identified specific negative im-

pacts.  Fiscal stress on school districts may be negative when charter 
schools generate unavoidable/excess costs that limit opportunity for cost 
savings.  Unavoidable excess or additional costs for school districts result 
from: 

 
¾ Charter Schools Attracting Students From Private Schools.  This results 

in shifting educational costs from private schools and the parents of 
their students onto the public sector and taxpayers.  For example, 
one-third of the parents of charter school students from a large central 
Pennsylvania school district reported their children had not previ-
ously attended a district-operated school.  In Philadelphia, about one-
third of the district’s charter school students come from outside of the 
public school system (typically from private and parochial schools). 

 
¾ Additional Costs to Operate More Than One Public Education “System.”  

In many ways, charter schools are separate educational “systems” 
within the local public education system.  As a result, additional per-
sonnel and buildings are required to educate a given or set number of 
students, often without the opportunity to reduce the number of dis-
trict classroom teachers or close a district school.  For example, the 
superintendent of one small central Pennsylvania school district re-
ported that over several years, across all of the district-operated tradi-
tional public schools, the maximum charter enrollment per section 
was between 0.5 students and five students.  Although as many as 
eighty-six students attended charter schools, they were scattered 
among thirteen grades, two elementary schools, one intermediate 
school, and one high school.  Thus, there were too few students in one 
school or grade to allow fixed costs, such as personnel, utilities, debt, 
etc., to be reduced.12   

 
At the same time, the district’s charter school tuition13 reimbursement 
outpaced inflation and the school district’s ability to raise taxes to 
cover the increase.  Rural and small school districts, in particular, can 

                                            
12 PSBA reported similar findings for school districts statewide in a 2010 report. 
13 In 2015-16, this district paid over $11,000 in annual tuition for each nonspecial education student and 
$18,000 for each special education student enrolled in a charter school. 
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experience this problem as the statutory nonspecial education charter 
school tuition formula rate will increase when a district’s total  
resident student number (i.e., resident district students in district- 
operated and public charter schools) declines even when a district’s 
operating costs remain the same or decline. 
 

¾ Impedes School Consolidation.  At least 10 of the 36 school districts 
with whom we spoke reported experiencing higher charter school en-
rollment following efforts to consolidate school buildings or closure of 
neighborhood schools.  Moreover, several reported reluctance to con-
solidate and provide for greater efficiency in use of public resources 
because of the possibility of a charter school forming in response.  One 
rural district that had considered closing a high school with less than 
50 graduates provided data showing if a charter school formed in re-
sponse to the closing of the high school it would result in a $2 million 
annual deficit.  If the district continued to operate the school, its costs 
would be slightly more than $7,000 per student, and over $10,000 if 
the parents and teachers elected to form a charter school. 

 
¾ Additional Costs Associated With Mandatory Transportation.  Roughly 

half (17 of 36) of the school district superintendents expressed concern 
about added transportation costs the district incurs, in particular, as a 
result of having to operate “two busing systems.”  The superintendent 
of a large school district in western Pennsylvania put it this way:  the 
district could “save $2 million [annually]…if charter schools were re-
quired to align their calendars and coordinate schedules with the 
school district,”14 as private schools are required to do.  One small 
western Pennsylvania school district board member advised us that in 
addition to the additional costs incurred ($100,000 annually), parents 
of students who remain with the district and who do not receive trans-
portation services to neighborhood schools are distressed about the in-
equity. 

 
¾ Additional Costs of Oversight.  School district superintendents with 

whom we spoke highlighted other added costs, including oversight of 
charter schools.  One school district reported costs of $500,000 for pub-
lic hearings and the state charter school board appeal process, with 
significant additional costs anticipated as the charter school was ap-
pealing the revoking of its charter in court.  This district was attempt-
ing to revoke the charter in view of the school’s documented continued 

                                            
14 In 2015, this district had resident students enrolled at 17 “brick and mortar” charter schools in Allegheny and 
Westmoreland counties, according to PDE data. 
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failure to meet state performance standards and problems in provid-
ing services to children with disabilities that were confirmed by PDE 
monitoring and outside consultants, according to the hearing officer’s 
formal report. 

 
¾ Additional Costs With Attendance Monitoring and PDE Tuition Payment 

Intercepts:  One-third (12 of 36) of the school district superintendents 
reported added costs for additional staffing associated with attend-
ance monitoring.  Such additional staffing is required as the school 
district must manage compliance with state compulsory attendance 
requirements for all resident district students, including those in 
charter schools. 

 
Additional costs also result from processes set forth in statute for char-
ter school billing of school districts and requiring PDE to intercept 
state funds due a district and pay a charter school prior to the district 
confirming a charter school student’s residence, or PDE determining if 
the district had previously paid the charter school.  Such situations oc-
cur because: 

 
� There is no provision in statute requiring a parent or guardian to 

first notify the school district of residence of enrollment of a child at 
a charter school. 

� A 2011 PDE directive to school districts advising them they do not 
have authority under the Public School Code to require a charter 
school student to first register with the school district of residence 
or withhold tuition payment prior to verifying a charter school stu-
dent’s district residence. 

� PDE staff advising school district superintendents that because of 
the statute, the Department cannot reverse an intercepted overpay-
ment to a charter school if the charter school has been paid despite 
district documentation that it had previously made the required 
payment. 

 
Currently, the statute only allows school districts 30 days after a pay-
ment has been intercepted to appeal to the Department (and ulti-
mately the courts).  In a 2016 performance audit, the Pennsylvania De-
partment of the Auditor General noted that as of December 31, 2015, 
almost 75 percent of all appeals to PDE were in open status.  Such ap-
peals included 317 general appeals in which almost $30 million had 
been withheld from school districts and redirected to charter schools. 
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x Public policies also influence whether charter schools will financially im-
pact public school districts, in particular, those with significant charter en-
rollment.  For example: 

 
� State funding for charter school tuition:  In 1997, when the General Assem-

bly provided for the establishment of public charter schools, it allocated 
funding for public school districts when students who previously attended 
a nonpublic school enrolled in a charter school, and transitional funding 
grants to address budgetary impacts as a result of district resident stu-
dents attending a charter school.  In FY 2010-11, almost $225 million in 
state funds were appropriated to reimburse school districts for their char-
ter school tuition payments.  Since that time, state funds have not been 
available for such reimbursement. 

 
� Requirement for tuition payments to out-of-district “brick and mortar” charter 

schools that have not sought approval as a regional charter school:  The 
Pennsylvania General Assembly may not have envisioned public school 
districts being responsible for tuition payments to charter schools that 
their district has not authorized, as the state Charter School Law specifi-
cally provides for the authorization of “regional charter schools.”  None-
theless, since 2002, Pennsylvania public school districts have been re-
quired to make such payments based on a Pennsylvania Supreme Court 
decision affirming a Commonwealth Court opinion that the state’s charter 
school statute does not authorize one school district to appeal a decision of 
another to authorize a charter school.  

 
As a result, school districts may be forced to pay for their students to at-
tend a charter school that they have not authorized.  City of Philadelphia 
School District resident students, for example, may attend “brick and mor-
tar” charter schools in other southeastern Pennsylvania counties; and stu-
dents from school districts in the suburban counties attend “brick and 
mortar” charter schools outside of, and not authorized by, their districts.  
When this occurs, the charter school student’s resident school district pays 
its statutorily mandated tuition rate, which may be much higher than the 
rate for the district in which the charter school is authorized and located.  
Some superintendents with whom we spoke reported charter schools in-
tentionally locate in areas where they anticipate obtaining a charter ap-
proval and being able to draw on residents from surrounding districts 
with substantially higher charter school tuition rates. 

 
� Statutory formulas to determine a district’s charter school tuition payments 

that are not related to actual costs to operate the charter school.  At least 17 
(of the 36) school superintendents identified problems with the statutory 
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tuition formulas for both special education (discussed previously) and non-
special education students, noting the methods for establishing charter 
school tuition would need to change to promote collaboration between the 
districts and charter schools.  The statute’s nonspecial education tuition 
formula is not related to a charter school’s actual costs and includes school 
district expenditures for programs and activities the charter school may 
not actually provide (e.g., vocational education) and programs for which 
the charter school may obtain direct funding as a local education agency 
(e.g., pre-school programs, grants awarded by foundations for special pro-
grams). 
 
Superintendents also note concern about the level of payments to cyber 
charter schools, which has been found by several studies to exceed actual 
costs.  As early as 2001, a national accounting firm contracted by PDE rec-
ommended Pennsylvania establish a flat cyber school tuition rate that 
would be the same across all approved cyber charter schools and school 
districts.  The consultant based this recommendation on the ability of 
larger cyber charter schools to leverage their fixed costs across many stu-
dents, thus reducing their overall per student cost.  Subsequently, a single 
statewide cyber charter school tuition rate was recommended in 2007 by 
the Task Force on School Cost Reduction created by the Taxpayer Relief 
Act of 2006; in 2012, by the Department of the Auditor General; and in re-
cent Governor’s budget proposals.  In 2014, the Auditor General went fur-
ther, recommending the elimination of cyber charter school payments 
from school districts, and their replacement with direct fixed payments 
from the state (which is the cyber charter school authorizer). 

 
x To improve relationships between school districts and charter schools, 

school district superintendents with whom we spoke recommended: 
 

� Changes to tuition payment formulas. 
� Greater charter school accountability, so as to prevent potential fraud and 

abuse. 
� Creation of a “level playing field,” in particular, for services for special 

needs students.  
� Change the tuition payment intercept processes. 
� Change in charter school funding sources, with increased state funding.  
� Changes to charter school transportation requirements. 
� Limits to promotional activities (e.g., prohibiting advertising that charter 

school tuition is “free”). 
� Other statutory changes (e.g., permitting districts to establish charter 

school enrollment caps, permitting authorization of charter schools only 
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when they offer unique programs not available within the school district, 
prohibiting duplication of educational services and denying charters to ap-
plicants offering substantially the same curriculum as a successfully per-
forming school, requiring charter enrollment cycles be aligned with the 
district’s budget cycle, eliminating the requirement that school districts 
with only half-day kindergarten pay charter schools for full-day kinder-
garten, and prohibiting State Charter School Appeal Board members from 
having a role in the formation of a charter school.) 

 
We also sought to identify why parents elect to place their children in charter 

schools, and found: 
 

x Parents often consider factors other than improved student learning and 
enhanced academic quality when deciding to place their children in charter 
schools, according to national studies, and studies of Pennsylvania school 
districts.  For example: 

 
� An Indianapolis study that relied on parent surveys of school choice pref-

erences and longitudinal student records (i.e., demographics, achievement, 
and enrollment) found 63 percent of the parents reported that academics 
was an important factor in their choice of charter schools.  On the basis  
of test score data, however, though some students switched from lower-
performing schools to higher-performing ones, many more switched from 
higher-to-lower performing schools, and nearly 40 percent of parents who 
switched from a traditional public school to a charter school selected 
schools that failed to make adequate yearly progress under No Child Left 
Behind. 

� A 2015 study by the Education Research Alliance for New Orleans simi-
larly found parents care about academic, but not as much as they say they 
do.  In their choice of schools, distance is a key consideration, with parents 
preferring schools across the street to a higher performing school a mile 
away.  Parents of younger children preferred schools with extended school 
hours and after school programs.  Extracurricular opportunities also mat-
tered, especially for high school. 

� A Pew Charitable Trusts Philadelphia Research Initiative commissioned a 
poll of 802 parents with children in Philadelphia local schools (including 
50 percent in district-operated schools, 25 percent in charter schools, and 
25 percent in Catholic schools) and found parental desire for discipline 
and safety are central to the appeal of both charter and Catholic schools—
and to parental unhappiness with the school district. 

� A 2016 study of parents from a small rural school district in central Penn-
sylvania found that when parents in the district become dissatisfied with 
the local public school option, they seek information from friends and 
other community members.  In addition to such information, they based 



S-11 
 

their decisions on their interests in a school that provides interaction be-
tween the school and the home, higher order thinking experiences, indi-
vidualized learning, and career interest opportunities. 

� A large central Pennsylvania school district’s survey of all parents from 
the district with children in charter schools found parents opted for char-
ter schools because of their preference for small class size, individualized 
learning, less emphasis on formal testing, specialized programs (e.g., for-
eign language in kindergarten, etc.), and free before and after school pro-
grams.  

 
x Such reasons are consistent with those provided by superintendents that 

agreed to provide input for our study. 
 

� Over one-half (19 of 36) of the superintendents reported parental concern 
about school district policies, often related to school attendance. 

� About one-third reported parental preference for neighborhood schools 
and special programs offered by charter schools (e.g., foreign language in 
elementary school, arts education, etc.), including programs the district 
had been forced to discontinue for financial reasons. 

� At least one-quarter of the superintendents reported parents place chil-
dren in charter schools for reasons of diversity, endorsements from friends 
and family, and charter school advertising.  

 
Recommendations 

 
 Since 1997, pubic charter schools have been an important school choice option 
for children in Pennsylvania.  To provide that such choice options continue while 
still providing for an “efficient” system of public education, the General Assembly 
may wish to consider the following changes to the state’s Charter School Law. 
 

1. Allow fiscal impact criteria to be taken into account by school districts, the 
Pennsylvania Department of Education, the State Charter School Appeal 
Board, and the courts for new and expanded public school charter applica-
tions.  Pennsylvania charter schools are financed largely with local revenues, 
and such proportion of local financing is among the highest in the nation.  
The current statute does not provide for fiscal impact to be considered as a 
criteria when approving a new or expanded charter school application.  In 
2007, the Task Force on School Cost Reduction recommended that fiscal im-
pact be weighed when considering applications for new and expanded charter 
schools. 
 
The proposed fiscal impact analysis should be based on school district finan-
cial data that is publicly available, overall district resident student enroll-
ment trends, the Taxpayer Relief Act index, and ability of the local property 
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tax base to provide revenues to adequately finance new and expanding char-
ter schools.  It should also include detailed financial information prepared by 
the charter school applicant concerning its ongoing financial requirements 
and the proposed actions the charter school will take to protect the school dis-
tricts (and the Commonwealth) from financial liability in case of charter 
school bankruptcy or other illegal acts.  

  
2. Permit the public school districts to negotiate charter per pupil payment 

rates and payment methods.  The current statutory formulas related to dis-
trict charter school tuition payments are problematic.  They may be unre-
lated to a charter school’s actual costs; do not take into account differences in 
severity and resource requirements of special needs students served by public 
school districts and charter schools; and are calculated in ways that disad-
vantage public schools that serve greater numbers of special education stu-
dents and special education students with high resource needs, and small, of-
ten rural, districts that are containing their instructional costs but are in ar-
eas with a declining population.  They also result in school districts paying 
differing tuition amounts to the same charter school, and some charter 
schools having fund balances in excess of those allowed for school districts.  
Allowing the public school district and charter school to negotiate per pupil 
payment or payment for services such as transportation (as occurs in six 
states, including Illinois and Virginia) and payment methods addresses prob-
lems with the existing mandatory formulas; takes into account differences 
across school districts and differences in charter schools; and provides oppor-
tunity for districts and charter schools to consider ways to avoid unnecessary 
“excess” costs, and use reimbursement approaches based on planned and 
agreed upon budgets and actual expenditures. 
 
Other alternatives include a single cyber charter school rate and charter 
school tuition payments for special education students based on student lev-
els of disability.  Both these approaches have been recommended by various 
studies and task forces.  To date, however, such recommendations have not 
been implemented, though such recommendations could serve as mediated 
options if negotiations between a school board and a charter school are not 
successful.   
 

3. Eliminate mandates for transportation services that are inconsistent with 
provision of such services for students in district-operated schools.  Penn-
sylvania is the only state with charter school legislation that currently pro-
vides mandatory transportation services for charter school students that are 
not available to other resident district students.  Requiring school districts to 
provide only those services available to other district resident students will 
help reduce excess costs that have a negative financial impact on many school 
districts.  The Task Force on School Cost Reduction in 2007 recommended 
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that transportation for charter school students only be provided consistent 
with school district operating policies and that the requirement for provision 
of transportation services 10 miles outside of the geographic boundaries of 
the school district be eliminated. 
 

4. Require parents and guardians choosing to place their children in charter 
schools to first register with their school district and promptly notify the 
district of subsequent changes of address.  According to several studies, at 
least one-third of students enrolled in charter schools were not previously en-
rolled with the school district and, therefore, are unknown to the school dis-
trict receiving the student’s charter school’s tuition bill.  This recommenda-
tion would help alleviate many of the billing problems public school districts 
have with charter schools.  To facilitate implementation of the proposed reg-
istration requirement, PDE should develop a standard form and procedures 
to provide the required information. 

 
5. Modify the statutory process requiring PDE to intercept state funds owed a 

district to pay charter school tuition.  We recommend the statutory provi-
sions providing for PDE to intercept payments should be modified to allow a 
school district to have 30 days to verify it is responsible for the payment prior 
to PDE intercepting state funds, to allow PDE to immediately reverse inter-
cepted payments if the school district can show it has previously paid the tui-
tion, and to permit tuition payments that are in dispute to be placed in an es-
crow account until disputed matters have been resolved.  In this way, public 
school districts, and state taxpayers, will not be accountable for possible pay-
ments of intercept payments that ultimately are determined to have been 
“improper” (e.g., payments for non-district resident students, payments made 
to charter schools that are not operating under a lawful charter, etc.).  Such 
changes may also substantially reduce the number of appeals that come to 
PDE, and ultimately the courts. 
 

6. Eliminate public school districts’ responsibility for charter school students’ 
compliance with state compulsory attendance requirements.  Alternatively, 
if the General Assembly prefers to continue to place such responsibilities on 
public school districts, the Charter School Law should be revised to require 
charter schools to routinely submit attendance data to the responsible school 
district. 
 

7. Require charter schools to provide increased fiscal accountability and fis-
cal transparency.  Federal agencies, the Pennsylvania Department of the Au-
ditor General, and the City of Philadelphia Controller, among others, have 
recommended the need for stronger charter school fiscal accountability stand-
ards, including closing loopholes that allow shell corporations for property 
ownership, leasing, and additional state payments; establishing clear conflict 
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of interest policies and allowing audits of funds transferred to associated enti-
ties or non-profits; prohibiting schools from guaranteeing loans for property 
or items where there is no direct school involvement; and requiring charter 
schools to timely submit complete financial records (e.g., financial disclosure 
reports, board minutes, RFPs, etc.) for the district to review such records for 
possible conflicts of interests.  In light of the widely reported cases of fraud 
and abuse involving several Pennsylvania charter schools, such enhanced fis-
cal accountability and transparency standards appear warranted. 
 

8. Require that all “brick and mortar” charter schools serving students from 
multiple districts obtain regional charters.  Under the current statute, char-
ter schools are, for the most part, only accountable to their chartering dis-
tricts.  As the Pennsylvania General Assembly authorized multiple districts 
to create regional charter schools, it may not have envisioned resident district 
students attending “brick and mortar” charter schools outside of the district 
that have not been authorized by their resident district, a situation that has 
been created through a Supreme Court decision.  Alternatively, if the General 
Assembly decides to allow charter schools to serve regions without obtaining 
regional charters, it may wish to amend the statute to provide all school dis-
tricts with student enrollment at charter schools the district has not author-
ized with the same rights as an authorizing district, and require charter 
schools be accountable to all such districts, including the proposed changes 
noted above.  

 


