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This 2002 Pennsylvania lawsuit, cited 
several times in this Education Policy 
Brief, was rejected by the Commonwealth 
Court of Pennsylvania, which ruled that 
the state’s cyber charter schools were 
legal.  

The Indiana charter school law as 
amended in 2005 clearly allows new, 
technology-facilitated charter schools 
which are subject to all of the other 
requirements and procedures for charter 
schools in Indiana. See following pages 
for details. 

EDUCATION POLICY BRIEF IN REVIEW: 
Correcting Misconceptions and Fact-Checking Data in  

CEEP’s “Cyber Charter Schools in Indiana” 
 

Prepared by Connections Academy at the request of the  
President of the Indiana Connections Academy (INCA) Governing Board 

Several sources cited throughout this brief 
– including these highlighted – are overall 
quite positive about the role that cyber or 
virtual charter schools can play in the 
public school choice mix. See annotated 
References for details. 
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This assertion is just that- a claim made but not 
documented in the sources cited (other than 
Bogden, which cites one unnamed 2002 
Pennsylvania school).  In fact, today’s virtual 
public schools are composed predominantly of 
previously public-schooled students. For 
example, at Connections Academy virtual 
public schools across the country, just 21% of 
students in the most recent full-year count 
came from a homeschool background; 8% 
came from private/parochial school; 10% were 
starting school for the first time as 
kindergartners or first graders. The majority - 
61% - came from another public school.   

Virtual schools that serve entire states reflect 
the demographics of the state as a whole rather 
than specific communities, as brick-and-mortar 
charters must. At 21% minority, virtual schools 
in Ohio are slightly more diverse than the state 
as a whole, which was 16% minority according 
to the 2000 Census. 

New research from North Central Regional 
Educational Laboratories/Learning Point 
Associates, among others, documents the 
effectiveness of virtual schools. See annotated 
References for details. 

Virtual charter schools require a high degree of 
accountability by parents, who serve as their 
students’ “learning coach” under the 
supervision of a certified professional teacher, 
following a prescribed curriculum, with 
defined attendance and assessment 
requirements. This difference in parental 
autonomy from homeschooling is one of the 
reasons national organizations like the Home 
School Legal Defense Association object to 
virtual charter schools and prohibit virtual 
public school families from being members of 
HSLDA (HSLDA, 2002). 

The two largest networks of virtual public 
charters schools (those using the Connections 
Academy program and those using the K12 
program) served grades K-9 in 2005-06. 
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The same funding issues arise wherever 
public school choice/open enrollment is 
permitted. See further discussion below. 

Formerly homeschooled students are a 
minority in today’s virtual schools, as 
discussed on the previous page and 
below. 

This factually incorrect assertion is 
discussed on previous page. In most 
virtual schools across the country, 
former homeschoolers make up 25% or 
less of the student population. The 
specter of large numbers of 
homeschoolers enrolling in virtual 
schools simply is not reality. Indiana 
Connections Academy (INCA) 
anticipates that approximately 25% of 
its students will come from 
homeschooling backgrounds and those 
students could have just as easily 
entered traditional public schools or 
public charter schools.  

Since accumulated national data has 
clearly demonstrated that virtual 
charter schools do NOT create a 
massive influx of previously 
homeschooled students, several states 
that originally placed  restrictions on 
returning homeschoolers – including 
Minnesota and Arizona – have recently 
relaxed or stricken those restrictions. 
The questionable constitutionality of 
limiting public school access to certain 
classes of students has certainly also 
played a role in changing state policy 
on these issues. 
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The sources cited reference one 
incidence each in California and 
Pennsylvania, in each case involving a 
single-site EMO that was shut down in 
2002. Today’s virtual schools work with 
a variety of service providers; INCA has 
selected Connections Academy based 
on its unblemished record of service in 
11 states, including California and 
Pennsylvania. 

Quality virtual schools integrate 
multiple measures for ensuring 
authenticity of student work, accurate 
enrollment reporting, and best-practice 
instruction and assessment. Authorizers 
should demand and carefully consider 
evidence of all of these measures before 
authorizing any charter school, virtual or 
otherwise. 
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As public schools, virtual charter schools are 
bound by the same special education 
obligations as all other public schools and 
typically have the same percentage of students 
with special needs within their student 
populations as traditional schools. For 
example, at Connections Academy schools in 
2005-06, 12.2% of virtual charter school 
students had special learning needs, compared 
to 10-15% of students in traditional public 
schools in these same states.  
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The Connections Academy curriculum and 
instruction methods, based on Personalized 
Performance Learning for each student, is 
especially conducive to students with 
special needs. The source cited here pre-
dates any virtual school. 

Connections Academy has a national 
Director of Special Education as well as 
special education staff in each state-based 
school; IEPs are implemented by 
professional staff working in partnership 
with parents. In each state, Connections 
Academy works with a network of public 
providers (school districts and intermediate 
units) and licensed private providers to 
provide face-to-face related services 
conveniently located near students’ homes. 

These disabilities are considered “high 
incidence” precisely because they are 
present in a higher proportion of special 
education students in ANY setting. Virtual 
school students also have this typical 
distribution of disabilities. At Connections 
Academy schools across the country, for 
example, the incidence of particular 
disabilities among students with IEPs is as 
follows: 
Specific Learning Disability  43% 
Other Health Impaired  14% 
Speech/Language Impaired  13% 
Emotional Impaired   11% 
Mentally Retarded   8% 
Autism     4% 
Physical    2% 
Vision, Hearing Impaired,  
TBI, DD, Multiple Disabilities  5% 

In the source cited, this is the opinion of one 
interviewee and is not supported by any 
factual documentation. More importantly, it 
is not at all applicable to any Indiana virtual 
charter school, which would be subject to all 
of the same state reporting requirements as 
any other Indiana charter or traditional 
public school. 
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These assertions are not borne out by 
current data. For example, 
Commonwealth Connections Academy,  
the Connections Academy-affiliated 
virtual charter school authorized by the 
Pennsylvania Department of Education, is 
much more diverse than the state as a 
whole. 30% of CCA students are 
minorities (compared with 16% of PA as 
a whole, according to 2000 Census); 20% 
of CCA students are African American, 
compared with 10% of PA population as a 
whole. In terms of special education, 13% 
of CCA students have IEPs, compared to 
11.8% of PA students in general 
according to the 2002 IDEA Report to 
Congress.  
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Since any proposed virtual charter 
school in Indiana must still meet ALL 
other charter school requirements – 
including accountability, teacher 
credentialing, and attendance 
requirements – AND be authorized by a 
recognized sponsor, it is not really 
conceivable that “home schools could 
become charter schools” under the 
revised Indiana law. 

Should Indiana seek national guidance 
regarding online and computer 
instruction in public schools, it need 
look no further than the National 
Education Technology Standards 
(http://cnets.iste.org/) or the National 
Education Technology Plan from the 
US Department of Education 
(www.nationaledtechplan.org), which 
issues a strong call for expanded online 
learning opportunities through both 
full-time virtual schools and 
supplementary online programs. See 
annotated References for details. 

According to sponsor Senator Teresa 
Lubbers, the legislative intent of 
SB598 was clearly to allow 
establishment of virtual charter schools 
that would otherwise be subject to all 
of the requirements of Indiana’s 
excellent charter school law. 
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Indiana’s sponsorship system already 
includes highly effectively statewide 
sponsors – e.g., the universities, and 
particularly Ball State University. High-
quality sponsors will hold virtual charter 
school applicants to the same standards as 
any other prospective Indiana charter 
school, and will close down any virtual 
charter that does not fulfill all of its 
requirements. 
 
In addition, the notion that “cyber charter 
schools have no physical location” is not 
universally true. Connections Academy 
virtual charter schools have professional 
office/teaching centers in each state they 
serve, where professional state-certified 
teachers work full-time under the direction 
of a principal; parents, students, authorizers, 
and representatives of the state department 
and board of education encouraged to visit 
these facilities at any time. The proposed 
Indiana Connections Academy would be 
located in Muncie. 

As documented in the follow-up to the Ohio LOEO report cited by the authors above, 
virtual charters do not incur a significantly lower operating cost (LOEO, 2004 and 2005; 
see annotated Reference section for details); the LOEO recommended in 2005 that Ohio 
“provide eCommunity schools with the same amount of state funding as other community 
schools and school districts.” 
 
In place of classroom facility and transportation costs, virtual schools have substantial 
technology, shipping and infrastructure costs. Even more important, in a quality virtual 
school program, more than 80% of the per pupil budget is devoted directly to instruction. 
These costs include: 

• Teacher compensation, technology, and specialized training;  
• Student hardware, software, curriculum materials and support;  
• School technology infrastructure that provides assignment management, 

assessment, teacher-student-parent communication, and delivery of on-line 
curriculum. 
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The existing IN charter law, with its 
strong accountability standards and 
effective sponsorship system, will be 
sufficient to prevent unqualified 
virtual charter schools from 
operating. 

Every IN charter school should be 
required to demonstrate that its 
curriculum aligns with state 
standards; virtual charters should be 
no different.  
 
Every IN charter school must comply 
with NCLB and PL221 
accountability requirements, and 
virtual charter schools should be no 
different. Nationally, virtual charter 
school students participate in state 
standardized testing at proctored, 
face-to-face locations, and the same 
would be true in Indiana. 
 
Any IN virtual charter school should 
also be required to demonstrate how 
it will document compliance with all 
other existing laws and regulations to 
which IN charter schools are subject, 
including hours and days of 
instruction. High-quality virtual 
schools can readily show through 
their robust data systems how many 
days or hours of instruction students 
have completed. Furthermore, virtual 
school principals can monitor 
teachers’ contacts with families, 
teachers can monitor participation 
and performance of individual 
students; and parents have instant 
access to how their child is doing in 
school. 

As documented in previous section, 
effective service to special education 
students is a leading feature of high-
quality virtual charter schools. 
Furthermore, like any other IN 
charter school, a virtual charter 
school in IN would be subject to the 
IDEA requirements that apply to all 
public schools. 
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Funding requirements for high-quality 
virtual schools are discussed above. In 
addition, as the IN Dept of Education 
states in the Charter Schools Frequently 
Asked Questions section of the website, 
“State tuition support does not “follow” 
charter school students from their 
‘home’ corporation. The state funding 
formula is based on a per-pupil 
allocation. Therefore, charter schools are 
offered tuition support from the state’s 
funding pool based on the number of 
students that attend the charter school, in 
the same way that traditional public 
schools are offered per-pupil tuition 
support from the state’s funding pool.” 

Not only is it well-documented that less 
than 25% of virtual charter school 
students come from homeschool 
backgrounds, but even in the states with 
the largest concentration of virtual 
charter schools, approximately 1-3% of 
all students in the state in general enroll 
in virtual charters. The proposed Indiana 
Connections Academy would have a 
total first-year enrollment of 500 
students in, of which no more than 125 
students statewide would be expected to 
come from homeschooling. This 
represents .056% of all homeschoolers 
in Indiana. 
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This paper, published by the National Center for the Study of 
Privatization in Education, looks at only two states, one of which 
(California) has “home school support” charters that are unlike 
virtual schools in any other state; thus the findings are skewed by 
the sample chosen. In addition, this source asserts without 
documentation, and incorrectly, that cyber charters serve “primarily 
students who were previously privately home schooled.”  

Bodgen’s article is quite positive 
about virtual charters, acknowledging 
that they “serve entire classes of 
students that ordinary public and 
charter schools do not” while 
“offering true innovation.” In a sidebar 
entitled “How Does a Cyber School 
Work?” Bogden accurately notes that 
“teachers at the best virtual schools 
spend a great deal of time interacting 
one-on-one with students – as much as 
one third of their time – either by e-
mail or phone.” Bogden is also the 
lead author of the National 
Association of State Boards of 
Education’s landmark 2001 e-learning 
report, Any Time, Any Place, Any 
Path, Any Pace.

This source declares its bias upfront 
with the subhead “A new trend could 
lure thousands of students and millions 
of dollars away from school districts” 
and quotes extensively from union and 
association representatives seeking to 
halt the charter movement in general.

This white paper was originally 
commissioned by the US Department 
of Education as a resource for the 
National Education Technology Plan 
(http://www.nationaledtechplan.org/do
cuments/Hassel-Terrell-
VirtualSchools.pdf) and promotes 
virtual charters and other virtual 
schools as a valid NCLB resource for 
school districts.   
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This report is the first of two by LOEO 
on Ohio’s “e-community” schools. The 
2004 report focuses on the start-up costs 
of 11 of the state’s 23 e-community 
schools; it found that statewide e-
community schools had startup costs 
ranging from $350,000 to $3.1 million. 
The second report, issued in June 2005, 
focused on “The Operating Costs of 
Ohio’s eCommunity Schools,” and found 
that statewide e-community school costs 
averaged over $5,300 per pupil, that this 
spending was “reasonable,” and that the 
state ought to “provide eCommunity 
schools with the same amount of state 
funding as other community schools and 
school districts…” 

The authors gathered their data in 1999-
2001, when cyber charters were first 
emerging in Pennsylvania, and admit that 
their cyber-charter sample sizes were 
extremely small. Two of the today’s 
largest PA cyber charters (Pennsylvania 
Virtual Academy and Commonwealth 
Connections Academy) were not 
included in study at all. 
 
 The WMU authors do take note of a 
comprehensive 2001 “Cyber Charter 
Schools Review” by KPMG for the 
Pennsylvania Department of Education, 
which studied the six existing cyber 
charters and concluded, in WMU’s 
words, “cyber charters appeared to be in 
compliance with state requirements 
regarding teacher certification, hours of 
instruction, and having a method for 
authenticating student work.” 
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This source is based entirely on interviews 
with representatives from two state 
education agencies (California and 
Pennsylvania), from the Florida Virtual 
School (which is not a charter school and 
does not provide full-time programming), 
and from Ohio Virtual Academy. The 
report’s conclusions must be viewed within 
the context of this very limited sample. 

The most prominent publication of the 
USDOE’s Office of Education Technology 
is the National Education Technology 
Plan (www.nationaledtechplan.org), 
published in January 2005. Action Step 
#4 of this Plan is “Support E-Learning and 
Virtual Schools,” and provides a series of 
white papers and other resources to 
encourage development of virtual charters 
and other virtual schools. 
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