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ABSTRACT
Two coinciding trends in education have given rise to this study: the political
cycle of school reform and the heterogeneous nature of the charter school landscape.
Since Minnesota became the first state to pass a charter law in 1991, the dramatic
increase in the number of charter schools has provided opportunities for researchers to try
to categorize the success of charter schools. Although the number of charter schools
have almost doubled from 3,689 to 6,004 from 2005-2006 to 2012-2013, an average of
approximately 500 charters have opened and more than 160 charter schools have closed
per year during these eight years of the available data. However, students who attend
charter schools do not have a monolithic educational experience. The purpose of this
paper is to examine the perceptions of students and parents in relation to enrolling in a
specific brick and mortar and several cyber charter schools, and if applicable, leaving
said schools.
This qualitative study explores the lived experiences of students and parents who
reside in a rural public school district and chose to attend a cyber charter or brick and
mortar charter school. Survey responses and information gathered from interviews of
students and their parents/guardians were analyzed to illuminate the research questions.
While the results will not be generalizable, this study has led to an understanding of what
led these students to enroll in charter schools and if applicable, why they chose to leave.
More specifically, three themes emerged from the data: (1) Family members, primarily
mothers, significantly impacted students’ decisions to employ choice to enroll in charters;
(2) The lack of extra-curricular activities in charters had a substantially negative impact
on students’ experiences and (3) Educational quality was the foremost characteristic
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named in the determination to transfer out of a charter school. While there has been
research on charter schools separate from studies on perceptions of school age children
with respect to education programming, this examination indicates the need to unite
charter research and student voice aspects within the realm of educational research.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Prior to and after the election of 2016, school choice and school funding have
been thrust into the educational policy spotlight. The contentious debate on educational
reform has garnered a significant amount of attention since 1991 when Minnesota
became the first state to pass a charter school law. Even before that time, Loveless and
Field noted specialized educational institutions were not new because magnet schools
were created in the 1960’s (2009). Given the educational funding priorities and beliefs of
newly elected President Donald Trump, Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos, and
Pennsylvania Governor Tom Wolf as well as federal and state legislators, charter schools
have become more controversial while playing an influential role within public education
(Mayer, 2016). The Center for Education Reform found that fifty-seven percent of
governors are in favor of charter schools (DeNisco, 2015).
This study, which explores the lived experiences of students and parents who
reside in the Ruralia School District (a pseudonym for a small, rural district in
Pennsylvania) and chose to attend a cyber charter or brick and mortar charter school is
nested within this political context. One-hundred fifty-one Ruralia resident students
attended charter schools within the time period of 2004-2005 through the 2015-2016
school years. The charter schools consist of Global Charter School (a pseudonym for a
unique philosophical local brick and mortar charter school) and nine cyber schools within
this study. Overall, the Ruralia School District’s mobility rate for 2015-2016 was
approximately 16.4% based on enrollment and exit records. To provide the nature of this
rural school district’s mobility with respect to charter schools, Appendix A enumerates
the 151 students who qualified to participate in this research. While previous studies
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captured mobility rates, Figure 1.1 recognizes the importance of enrollment time.
Alarmingly, only one-fourth of Ruralia resident students who attended a charter school
remained enrolled in that type of educational program for more than one year (Appendix
B). This research examined the range of perceptions of students’ learning environments
in said charter schools and the reasons germane to students and parents during enrollment
changes.

Figure 1.1. Distribution of Duration of Time Students Spent in
Individual Charter Schools, 2004-2005 through 2015-2016
Background of the Problem
About 6,000 charter schools opened through the year 2013, and the number of
students attending charter schools accelerated in the seven years leading up to 2013 at a
rate of almost double the previous seven years (National Alliance for Public Charter
Schools, 2014; Appendix C). The NAPCS has gathered data on the total number of
charter schools, number as a percent of total public schools, and demographics since
1999-2000 (NAPCS). The first data set displayed in Appendix A was compiled from
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links on the Public Schools Dashboard for 1999-2005 with charter versus traditional
public schools. Beginning with the 2005-2006 school year, the NAPCS provides the
number of new versus closed charter schools as well as the growth in overall number of
charter schools. Calculating the percent of closed to all charter school changes in the
second data set offers a comparison to put the overall statistics in context and provides a
look at the relevant aspect of student transience. But beyond the turnover of students, a
full understanding of the phenomenon requires researchers to engage in an in-depth
illumination of the rich contours of the decision-making of students enrolling in and
leaving charter schools.
Data from the 2012-2013 school year serve as additional evidence of this
unprecedented growth considering that only thirty-five percent of the charter schools
(2,115 of the 6,004 total schools) in the United States have been educating students for
more than ten years (NAPCS, 2014). Furthermore, students leaving charter schools have
contributed to the perpetual tension among advocates and opponents with respect to the
value of charter schools and the academic performance of their students. However, the
number of charter schools opening as compared with the number of schools closing
provides limited information with respect to one particular reason a student would leave a
charter school while not addressing other motives for transferring. Whereas some
students shift schools because their charters closed, there has been no data gathered to
illustrate students’ rationales for other transfers. As a consequence, the purpose of this
study is to examine what patterns, if any exist, with regard to students leaving charter
schools to provide depth and further shape the charter school debate.

4
The data compilation suggests there is much fluctuation in charter school
educational quality given the number of charter schools closing annually. For instance,
Halau Lokahi, one of the first charter schools in Hawaii, had its charter revoked by the
state at the end of the 2014-2015 school year (Terrell, 2015). $100,000 in dubious
expenses and arrests of the director and two other employees raised flags regarding
overall financial problems. Unable to balance its budget, the school closed, yet their
taxpayers were on the hook for the outstanding debt of $200,000 - $400,000.
Students who attend charter schools are a heterogeneous group, and students and
parents are motivated by numerous reasons to make the decision to attend a charter
school (Marsh, Arr, & Sockman, 2009; Villavicencio, 2013; Kamenetz, 2015). However,
aside from the specific number of charter school closures, there is a lack of assembled
data to analyze why charter schools fail. Representative Roy Takumi from Hawaii noted
that it is easier to open a charter school than to close one (Terrell, 2015). This quote
reflects the bigger picture Liu painted that states need to implement “greater restrictions
on entrance into the charter school market and greater oversight of both charter school
authorizers and charter schools themselves” (2015, 273).
Hanushek, Kain., Rivkin, & Branch (2007) examined measures of school
performance since, they did “not know how parents make judgments about school quality
or which factors parents use in making their school exit decisions” (840). Using the
accountability rating Texas assigned to each school, estimates of school growth in
mathematics and reading with measurement errors, and the average math and reading
achievement in each charter school, they found an inverse relationship between students
leaving charter school and assigned school quality. Within their conclusion, they asked,
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“Will parental decision making be sufficient to eliminate poor quality charter schools?”
(847). While charter closure and parents’ views of educational quality are two possible
reasons students leave charter schools, there is little data beyond this to indicate other
causes for withdrawal, which contributes to the need for further investigation.Public
policy debates concerning charter schools have typically been concentrated on student
achievement or the way the schools are funded. Although these factors are important,
this discussion neglects to consider the students’ experiences. In considering the vast
research on charter schools along with the importance of the quality of children’s lived
experiences within the schools they attend, there is a gap in the literature when examining
children who attend charter schools and then choose to transfer from charters to
traditional public schools.
The statistical story within the Public Charter School Dashboard has shown that
over the past eight years of data available, one-fourth of all changes in charter schools
have been closings. Inspecting the data with respect to students attending charter schools
in the United States over time (Table 1.1), there has been a marked increase in both the
number and percentage of students. However, a percentage of these millions of students
do return to traditional public schools, yet no collection of these data exists. This
supports the need for a phenomenological study for greater insight on these
circumstances.
Table 1.1
Students Attending Charter Schools
School Year
Number of Students
(in thousands)

19992000
350

20002001
459

20012002
580

20022003
666

20032004
789

20042005
898

20052006
1,020
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Table 1.1, continued
Percent of Charter
School Students to All
Public School Students

0.7%

School Year

20062007
1,165

20072008
1,294

20082009
1,446

20092010
1,627

20102011
1,805

20112012
2,029

20122013
2,281

2.4%

2.6%

2.9%

3.3%

3.7%

4.2%

4.6%

Number of Students
(in thousands)
Percent of Charter
School Students to All
Public School Students

1.0%

1.2%

1.4%

1.6%

1.8%

2.1%

Purpose of the Study
This qualitative study will provide a look into the lived experiences of students
who participated in the learning environment of charter, some of whom transferred out to
a rural traditional public school. My interest in this research is to understand why
students return to their local public schools after exercising their right to choose charter
schools and said schools to enroll the students. Despite charter schools’ efforts to
promote retention after recruiting students, substantial movement across educational
programs has continued whether through charter school closure or student/parent choice.
Given the numerous issues surrounding charter schools, the review of literature
will chronicle the historical background of the research on charter schools, provide a look
into charter authorization versus student achievement, classify charter schools, and
examine research incorporating parent and student voice. The review will then turn
toward the significance of the quality of students’ lived experiences in the schools they
attend. Disillusionment with school choice, funding inequities, the plight of rural
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schools, and political activity are systemic problems that are exacerbated by ignoring
students’ perceptions. In light of the relatively high turnover rate in charter schools and
the limited federal, state and local funding for public education, this research may be
valuable inside and beyond the educational field.
Definition of Terms
The following are terms that are used in the context of student achievement and
education. These definitions are provided for use in this study without implying there are
no alternate definitions in other literature.
Benchmark tests – short tests administered throughout the school year that give
immediate feedback on how students are meeting academic standards; measure student
growth as well as inform instruction (Herman & Baker, 2005).
Brick and mortar school – traditional community environment where students
learn from teachers in a physical building location.
Charter school - Charter schools were created to provide opportunities for
teachers, parents, students and community members to establish and maintain schools
that operate independently from the existing school district structure as a method to
accomplish the following: improve student learning; increase learning opportunities for
all students; encourage the use of different and innovative teaching methods; create new
professional opportunities for teachers; provide parents and students with expanded
choices in the types of educational opportunities that are available within the public
school system; and be accountable for meeting measurable academic standards
(Pennsylvania Department of Education, 2017).
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Cyber charter school – non-traditional educational environment where instruction
to students is delivered synchronously or asynchronously via the Internet
Historically underperforming students - a non-duplicated count of students with
disabilities (IEP), economically disadvantaged students (ED), and English Language
Learners (ELL) (School Performance Profile, 2015)
Instructional strategy - technique of delivering a lesson to elicit particular
learning outcomes.
Pennsylvania Information Management System (PIMS) – Pennsylvania
Department of Education’s statewide longitudinal data system to streamline data
management (Pennsylvania Department of Education, 2015).
Pennsylvania Value-Added Assessment System (PVAAS) – uses achievement data
and projections to evaluate whether grade levels and/or individual students achieved a
year’s worth of growth in reading, math, and science at various grade levels (PVAAS,
2015).
School performance profile (SPP) – system of evaluation utilized by the
Pennsylvania Department of Education to compare and contrast public schools in
Pennsylvania; replaces Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP)
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Research Questions
In order to construct meaning to meet the purpose of this study, the following
questions will guide the research of a specific population of charter school students:
1) What factors contributed to students and/or parents exercising choice to enroll in
cyber-charter schools or a distinct philosophical brick and mortar charter, Global Charter
School?
2) How satisfied are/were the students and/or parents with the education, services, and
activities that are/were being provided at the charter schools?
3) If applicable, what factors contributed to students withdrawing from charter schools?
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
Historical Background on Charter School Research
The charter school realm can be divided by educational purpose, type of
authorization, and nonprofit versus for-profit classifications. Renzulli, Barr, and Paino
(2015) provided a taxonomy based on non-generalist mission code descriptors in order to
study the possible trend of charter schools becoming more similar to traditional public
schools. Specialist missions were identified for at-risk students, values (e.g. citizenship
or civic responsibility), vocational, fine arts, homeschool, special education, gifted,
curriculum (e.g. Montessori), language, cultural, or other (e.g. marine science). The
authors gave a thorough review of literature incorporating a focus on the innovative
mission component that the charter school movement espouses. They cited Wohlstetter,
Smith, and Farrell’s 2013 study that suggests charters are endorsed by states for their
innovation. Aside from this theoretical encouragement, innovation is a key term in laws,
as evidenced by the authors in Maryland’s Charter School Act of 2003. Renzulli, Barr,
and Paino (2015) point out many studies name innovation as the leading motive to launch
a charter.
Renzulli, Barr, and Paino (2015) used state-level data combined with mission
statements from 1992 to 2005, and they found a considerable drop from 70% to 60% in
specialist schools and created a figure demonstrating empirical patterns of specialization
change. They acknowledged a change in charter school law might affect the study, so an
early adoption status was utilized. The research was practical given the fluctuation in the
number and types of charter schools. The authors suggested policymakers revisit their
laws if they desire charters to be successful educational incubators; this is significant
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because of the contradictory nature of the laws and the lack of innovative charter schools.
Their research offers rationale to investigate the experiences of students in charter
schools that have become less specialized over time, which may be the case for
curriculum or philosophy charters. For the purposes of this literature review, the
previous typography will be merged into four primary groups of virtual (including hybrid
and homeschool), specialized curriculum (STEM), philosophy (KIPP), and/or specific
population focus (alternative education, cultural, IEP, ELL). The array of charter
missions provides more direction toward the need for phenomenological inquiry since
students would have a plethora of perspectives to add to the discussion.
The foundation of charter school research has been built without considering
student voice. The number of studies on charter schools has exploded since most initial
research suggested that the average charter school has not met the goals set out in the
beginning of the charter movement, namely improving student achievement, especially
among at-risk students. The first study of charter schools by the United States
Department of Education (1997) was meant to describe the charter school movement but
not evaluate student success. At that time, the study claimed that the charter schools had
students that mirrored the racial composition of the statewide averages. However, aside
from race, the data suggested an unbalanced student body within a majority of the states
that had charter schools. For instance, in regard to students with disabilities, only two of
the ten states had a greater percent in charter schools versus all public schools.
Concerning Limited English Proficient and Economically Disadvantaged students, only
three of the states had a higher percentage in their charter schools in each of those
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subgroups. Additionally, there were large significant differences within the states whose
charter schools lagged in each of the three categories.
Since the United States Department of Education’s preliminary study, additional
literature has data that suggests increased student segregation based on ethnicity, race,
and student achievement. Specific discussions about the reasons choice was exercised
and student satisfaction of charter schools were missing from these studies. Early
research on Arizona charter schools concluded that nearly half of the charter schools
show evidence of significant ethnic separation (Cobb & Glass, 1999). White students
were the majority within the charter schools, and the charters were also on average
twenty percent higher in White enrollment percentages than the nearby traditional public
schools. The researchers further stated that the charter schools that enrolled a majority of
ethnic minority students “tended to be either vocational secondary schools that do not
lead to college or schools of last resort for students being expelled from traditional public
schools” (Cobb & Glass, 1999).
Although the landscape of charter schools was rapidly changing twelve years after
the first charter school opened, research did not provide decisive trends. Miron and
Nelson’s (2004) meta-analysis of nine charter school studies provides a mixed bag of
results stemming from the heterogeneity of charter schools. Their examination showed
essentially no variance among traditional public and charter schools. The nine studies
with comparison groups provided two charters with positive results, three negative, and
four mixed/neutral. The research of Solmon and Goldschmidt (2004) detailed the
differences among Arizona charter students attending kindergarten through seventh
grades versus eighth grade and beyond. Elementary charter school students demonstrated
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higher achievement rates than traditional public school students, while students in eighth
grade and up fared better in traditional public schools. This trend of variegated
achievement results further suggests looking through a separate lens to seek qualitative
information from students and their parents.
Alarmingly, a study on North Carolina charter schools indicated that Black
students had chosen to transfer from traditional public schools that were 53 percent Black
on average to charter schools that were 72 percent Black on average (Bifulco & Ladd,
2006). Even more concerning was that these charter schools had lower levels of average
achievement in both reading and math than the schools these students transferred from.
Analogously, White students were choosing to transfer into charter schools that had
lower percentages of black students than their previously attended schools. Furthermore,
the disparity continued with the white students transferring into charter schools that
provided significantly higher percentages of peers with college educated parents as well
as elevated average levels of achievement.
Given the extent of segregation and lack of student achievement delineated in
much of the literature, one may think that early charter policy was suspect and would lead
to positive changes to improve student achievement with at-risk students. In a later
study, Center for Research on Education Outcomes (CREDO, 2009) at Stanford
University researchers delved into more than 2400 charter schools that enrolled in excess
of 1.7 million children. The authors analyzed student data from Arizona, Arkansas,
California, Colorado, District of Columbia, Florida, Georgia, Illinois, Louisiana,
Minnesota, Missouri, New Mexico, North Carolina, Ohio, and Texas. These states
enrolled more than fifty-percent of all the charter school students in the United States, so
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the sample size was more than sufficient. The population had “match factors” (CREDO,
2009, p. 16) including grade-level, gender (except Florida), race/ethnicity, free/reduced
lunch status, English Language Learner status, Special Education status, and state
achievement test scores.
CREDO incorporated many aspects in charter school research for the first time:
(1) A large number of states joined together in a common research design. (2) The
snapshot of longitudinal data was broader than any previous research. (3) Current data
delivered an update of previous studies. (4) The study compared academic achievement
and growth between traditional public school students and charter school students. The
researchers provided a thorough analysis of charter school effects on student learning.
They stated that their data suggested a large discrepancy among charter school effects
across the nation as well as within each state. Moreover, the authors pointed out that the
average effect of charter schools concealed the details, which was uniform with other
research results. The overall charter school effect for Reading was -.01 and -.03 for
Math, which are both significant at p < 0.01. The researchers were quick to relate that
this miniscule difference in Reading was statistically significant, but inconsequential
from a practical viewpoint. However, the analysis of the math scores was not only
significant, but also considerable enough to be meaningful.
The researchers spared nothing in their analyses and were repetitive with their
sentiment that these averages do not convey the entire picture. Their research question of
“What is the overall impact of charter schools?” (CREDO, 2009, p. 11) was answered
with the effect on student growth: 37% of charter schools had a negative and significant
effect on student growth, while only 17% of charter schools had a positive and significant
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effect on student growth. Looking more closely at Arizona and North Carolina as
compared with earlier literature, the data suggested that policy changes had not been
made to reverse the segregation nor favorably influence student achievement in charter
schools. Table 2.1 shows the demographic profile of Charter School Students researched
in the CREDO study (2009). These data lead the reader to question the merit of the
qualitative research since it has not positively impacted segregation, which positions the
necessity for qualitative insight.
Table 2.1
Charter School Demographics
State

% Black

% Hispanic
29.6%

% Special
Education
11.3%

% English
Language Learners
11.3%

% Free/Reduced
Lunch
49.0%

Arizona

4.8%

North
Carolina

30.5%

1.7%

5.8%

0.4%

23.4%

The percentage of at-risk subgroups attending charter schools did not significantly
improve from 1999 to 2009 in Arizona, nor from 2006 to 2009 in North Carolina
((Bifulco & Ladd, 2006; Cobb & Glass, 1999; CREDO, 2009). Moreover, student
achievement in charter schools had also not improved. CREDO researchers defined
charter effect as the comparison between students’ standardized test scores in traditional
public schools versus their scores in the subsequent year at charter schools. After
disaggregating these effects by historically underperforming student groups in Table 2.2,
only three out of twenty showed positive and significant results.
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Table 2.2
Student Achievement in Charter Schools
Student
Subgroup

Arizona ~
Math

Arizona ~
Reading

North Carolina ~
Math

North Carolina ~
Reading

Special
Education
Students

Positive and
Significant

No Effect

No Effect

No Effect

Black Students

Negative and
Significant

No Effect

Negative and
Significant

No Effect

Hispanic
Students

Negative and
Significant

No Effect

No Effect

No Effect

Students in
Poverty

Negative and
Significant

No Effect

No Effect

Positive and
Significant

English
Language
Learners

No Effect

Positive and
Significant

No Effect

No Effect

Scant research has been performed on the topic of students returning from charter
schools to traditional public schools. Quantitative research by Booker et al. (2004)
makes only a passing statement in suggesting students who return to traditional public
school experience significant increases in student achievement. There were no
indications of why students chose to return to traditional public school, since these were
not cases of charter school closures. This minor section in their research exemplifies the
need for in depth study. The lack of attention to motivation for leaving in qualitative
research is reiterated in Hanushek, Kain., Rivkin, & Branch’s quantitative work (2007).
They focused on the numerical relationship between withdrawing and school quality
since school exit decision factors had not been identified. Students’ perceptions of their
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charter education, decisions to return to traditional public school, and transition
experiences have yet to be included in the charter debate.
Charter School Authorization versus Achievement
Charter schools have become a rallying point for school reformers looking for an
alternative to the public school system. The basis for the charter movement is many
times attributed to Milton Friedman (1955) based on his theory of a free market for
education in order to purge the public school monopoly. However, the staff at the
Minnesota Legislative Library (2014) did not mention Friedman and credited the
inspiration for restructuring public education to Albert Shanker, the President of the
American Federation of Teachers. The schools launched by educators would be exempt
from most state laws and regulations, which now includes certification of teachers,
teacher evaluation, and special education mandates. Some people believed charter
schools would stimulate competition in education while offering options for families who
were not pleased with the local traditional public school for their children. Conversely,
Shanker was a proponent of collaboration and not competition among charter and
traditional public schools.
City Academy in Saint Paul, MN was the first charter school in the United States
in 1992 and was a reflection of Shanker’s initial philosophy (“City Academy,” 2015).
This cooperative effort was conceived by teachers and students with Northern States
Power Company and sponsored by the St. Paul School District and the Minnesota
Department of Education. Editor of School Improvement Industry Week Mark Dean
Millot says, “The charter movement was founded as a rejection of public schools
managed from a central office” (Robelen, 2008, para. 19). When charters were first
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established, the control stayed local. However, Robelen’s research on the nonprofit and
for-profit management networks showed some charters are backed by the Bill & Melinda
Gates Foundation, Broad Foundation, and other “deep-pocketed donors,” so while the
need may be local, the control was moving further away (Robelen, 2008, para. 15).
Small schools advisor Michael Klonsky concurred with Millot that management networks
are contradictory to the notion that charters are to originate from grassroots communities.
On the contrary, charter expert Bryan Hassel believed that management organizers are
not necessarily betraying the charter system because “freedom resides” at different levels
(Robelen, 2008, para. 21). Robelen provided balanced research from a range of
educational experts and management leaders. Yet he did take a position by ending his
exploration with a quote from Achievement First CEO Dacia Toll: “We could become
large and bureaucratic, the very thing we were reacting again. If people somehow
perceive themselves as cogs in a larger system, we’re dead” (Robelen, 2008, para. 55).
This quote is ironic because at the time, Achievement First had 15 academies, and
currently, it has 29 in Connecticut, New York, and Rhode Island according to its website.
States fund charter schools through taxes, yet they have different laws regarding
authorization of charters. Some traditional public schools convert to charter schools
while other charter schools are created as start-ups. Certain states provide independence
well before a group or school requests or is granted a charter. For instance, Hammel and
Fischer (2014) point out that Louisiana does not “require an outline of curriculum, hours
of operation, staffing, or textbooks when applying for a charter” (p. 46).
About half of the charter authorizers in the United States are school districts
(Parker-Burgard, 2009). The National Association of Charter School Authorizers
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(NASCA, 2014) analyzed state charter school policies and emphasized that it is “policy,
people, and practice” (p.4) that leads to better charter schools. Furthermore, it
recommended that policies should only authorize “good new charter schools,” supervise
charter performance, invest in successful schools, and “close charter schools that
persistently fail” (p. 3). NACSA divided the forty-two states and the District of
Columbia with laws that allow for charter schools into three groups based on the types of
authorizers: district authorizers, many authorizers, and few authorizers. The states were
ranked based on a rubric that includes the extent of an alternate authorizer and level of
appeal; monitoring tools; charter renewal and termination; and authorizer criteria,
assessment, and sanctions.
NACSA distinctly articulated the issue with uneven state laws pertaining to
charter schools. Its research has offered a lens through which to view the inequitable
charter systems within the United States. Its orientation offered evidence that change in
policy may be warranted; yet it was more descriptive in nature and did not include
performance data to support its claims. The study design incorporated the entire
population of states and was comprehensive for the diversity in state policies. The
methodology that the rubric was based on contained rigorous accountability procedures.
The structure of the argument supplied a predominantly unbiased account of the what and
why for each category together with a thorough scoring system for each state.
Alabama, Kentucky, Montana, Nebraska, North Dakota, South Dakota, Vermont,
and West Virginia do not have a charter school law. NACSA designated the seventeen
states in which districts authorize charter schools as the first group. In this group that has
almost half of the nation’s charter schools, Local Education Agencies (LEAs) monitored

20
more than 50 percent of the charter schools. In this group, top ranked South Carolina was
the only one with a passing grade over 60% and earned 25/30 (p. 4). Unfortunately, one
cannot compare South Carolina’s authorizer rating with student achievement because
studies on charters are clustered in a few states, and South Carolina is not one of the
states with “rigorous study” (Center for Public Education, 2012, para. 18). However, the
National Alliance for Public Schools reports in its Measuring Up Index that in the year
2012-2013, South Carolina’s charter schools contrasted with traditional public schools
with respect to race and ethnicity (-11%) and students in special populations (-7%).
Tennessee and Florida were rated second and third with 17/30 and 16/30 respectively
while California, Illinois, Pennsylvania, Oklahoma, and Colorado earned between 25%
and 50% of the criteria. Georgia, Wisconsin, Oregon, Iowa, Alaska, Wyoming,
Maryland, Virginia, and Kansas rounded out Group 1 with scores of less than 25%.
NACSA researchers did not stipulate a connection between its criteria and student
achievement, so Table 2.3 attempts to link NACSA’s data with CREDO’s most recent
data from 2013. This most recent CREDO research study has been critiqued heavily,
with respect to “claims overstating the findings” (Maul & McClelland, 2013, para. 2).
The Center for Public Education Reform (CER) followed up the criticisms of CREDO’s
2009 research with similar issues with the 2013 research including CER President Jeanne
Allen’s comments that the research is “weak in methodology and alarming in its
conclusions” (para. 2).
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Table 2.3
Student Achievement within Group 1 Authorizers
State

Authorizer
Score

Reading Impact

Math Impact

South Carolina

25/30

Not in CREDO
research

Not in CREDO
research

Tennessee

17/30

0.12**

0.10**

Florida

16/30

-0.01**

0.00

California

11/30

0.03**

-0.01**

Illinois

11/30

0.02**

0.03**

Pennsylvania

11/30

-0.04**

-0.07**

Oklahoma

10/30

Not in CREDO
research

Not in CREDO
research

Colorado

9/30

0.01**

-0.01**

Georgia

7/30

0.02**

-0.02**

Wisconsin

6/30

Not in CREDO
research

Not in CREDO
research

Oregon

5/30

-0.03**

-0.07**

Iowa

4/30

Not in CREDO
research

Not in CREDO
research

Alaska

3/30

Not in CREDO
research

Not in CREDO
research

22
Table 2.3, continued
Wyoming

3/30

Not in CREDO
research

Not in CREDO
research

Maryland

2/30

Not in CREDO
research

Not in CREDO
research

Virginia

1/30

Not in CREDO
research

Not in CREDO
research

Kansas

0/30

Not in CREDO
research

Not in CREDO
research

Given the comparisons of the 8 out of the 17 states that have been a part of the
CREDO research, five states had an overall positive charter impact on Reading versus 3
states with negative. A pattern does not emerge from these data as the negative impacts
are spread throughout the rankings. Similarly, the values of the two positive and six
negative charter impacts on mathematics do not seem to have a relationship with their
rankings in authorizer policies.
Pennsylvania’s school districts approve brick and mortar charter schools, yet the
Pennsylvania Department of Education has overturned school board rejections in order to
grant charters. Cyber charters are handled at the state level, and there are currently
fourteen cyber charter schools with the last four approved by the Pennsylvania
Department of Education (PDE) in 2012: ACT Academy Cyber Charter School,
Education Plus Academy Cyber Charter School, Esperanza Cyber Charter School, and
Solomon World Civilization Cyber Charter School (Tomassini, 2012). Tomassini
commented that the PDE approved these schools while being “seemingly undeterred by
the controversy” (2012, para. 1), that had occurred the week before related to Frontier
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Virtual Charter High School. Frontier Virtual acquiesced after a month of not following
the PDE’s directive to terminate its charter. Since those approvals, Pennsylvania has not
granted any additional cyber charter applications (Woodall, 2015a). One may attribute
these decisions to another cyber charter revocation in the case of Solomon’s charter
(Woodall, 2013). PDE charged Solomon Charter School for not following the Public
School Code because it was approved as a cyber charter, yet was operating as a brick and
mortar school on Vine Street in Philadelphia (Herold, 2013b). Furthermore, Woodall
reported the school shared a building with a sex-offender clinic and enrolled elementary
students when it was only approved for 6th through 11th grade students. Similar to
aforementioned Hawaii’s Halau Lokahi Charter School, when Solomon abruptly closed
in October, the Philadelphia School District was saddled with a $305,000 invoice
(Woodall, 2013).
Education Plus was the next cyber charter in Pennsylvania to be investigated by
the PDE for not following its charter as a cyber school, when it closed its site in Abington
(Perez, 2015) and then financial difficulty (Woodall, 2015b). At the end of November,
all staff members were laid off through email because the school no longer had access to
a line of credit to pay salaries or benefits. The six learning centers it ran were already
shut down, and there had been controversy within management and the board. CEO
Nicholas Torres stated their students, “will be able to continue to use the online
curriculum modules that are available on their school-issued Chromebooks, but will not
be able to consult with teachers” (Woodall, 2015b, para. 7). Eventually, on December
2nd, the board voted to close the charter school (Woodall, 2015c). Parents and former
staff members shared their frustrations that the School Reform Commission was
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considering granting another charter to brick and mortar City Academy Charter School
under the direction of former CEO Torres and other administrators (Woodall, 2015c).
Student voice was not included since students were not asked to contribute their thoughts
with respect to their education.
The PDE provides School Performance Profile scores for all traditional public and
charter schools across the state, and Table 2.4 shows that no cyber charter school has
achieved the passing score of 70 points (School Performance Profile, 2015). Woodall
included the failing School Performance Profile (SPP) scores as PDE’s justification for
no new cyber charters (2013). The score range from 29 to 69 indicates a further need for
research including all stakeholders’ voices because of the variability of these assessment
scores. K-6 Education Plus Academy Cyber CS did not have 11th grade, so 2015’s SPP
is not applicable due to the shift in the spring of 2015 PSSA to PA Core questioning.
Table 2.4
Variability of Student Achievement within Pennsylvania Cyber Charter Schools
Cyber charter

2013

2014

2015

21st Century Cyber CS

66.5

66.0

69.2

Achievement House CS

39.7

37.5

44.8

ACT Academy Cyber CS

30.6

28.9

36.1

Agora Cyber CS

48.3

42.4

46.4

ASPIRA Bilingual CS

29.0

39.0

38.4
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Table 2.4, continued
Central PA Digital
Learning Foundation CS

31.7

48.8

39.3

Commonwealth
Connections Academy CS

54.6

52.2

48.8

Education Plus Academy
Cyber CS – Now closed

59.0

50.0

NA

Esperanza Cyber CS

32.7

47.7

31.7

Pennsylvania Cyber CS

59.4

55.5

65.3

Pennsylvania Distance
Learning CS

54.7

50.9

49.2

Pennsylvania Leadership
CS

64.7

59.3

54.7

Pennsylvania Virtual CS

67.9

63.4

64.6

Solomon Charter School
Inc. – Now closed

36.9

Closed

Closed

Susq-Cyber CS

46.4

42.4

45.5

The National Alliance for Public Charters, the 50-State Campaign for
Achievement Now, and the National Association of Charter School Authorizers delivered
a comprehensive depiction of full time online schools (2016). The study illustrated the
detrimental effects of virtual schooling: (1) No gains in mathematics over one school
year; (2) Half the gains in reading when compared to traditional public school students;
(3) All subgroups of students (race, ethnicity, economic status, language learners, and
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special education) perform worse in an online school; and (4) Not only do students stay
for a short time online, they also have an extremely high mobility rate (36%) after they
transfer out of their online schools (NAPC, 2016). The researchers (NAPC, 2016) found
“perhaps more than any other type of educational environment, full-time virtual charter
schools require self-motivated students and highly involved parents” (p. 8). With respect
to instruction, virtual students need to be independently motivated with parents who are
going to supervise given (p. 9)
the small amount of synchronous instructional time provided by most full-time
virtual charter schools is not coupled with extensive one-on-one interaction with
teachers. This suggests that most full-time virtual charter schools expect that the
bulk of learning will occur during a student’s individual engagement with the
course material, perhaps with the help of a parent.
NAPC (2016) suggested states need to study these circumstances further because
not all students are self-directed and/or have parents who are able to support them in their
learning. This indicates the need for more research with individual students to gain their
insight regarding the amount and quality of teacher assistance within online schooling.
The second group contains 5 states with many authorizers, and Indiana (23/27),
Minnesota (20/27), Missouri (18/27), and Ohio (18/27) all secured passing grades over
60%, while last place group member Michigan earned 3/27. These charters were
typically not directed by districts and have approximately 15% of the charter schools in
the United States. Once again, the positive and negative impact values in Table 2.5 are
not indicative of authorizer scores.
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Table 2.5
Student Achievement within Group 2 Authorizers
State

Authorizer
Score

Reading Impact

Math Impact

Indiana

23/27

0.05**

0.02**

Minnesota

20/27

0.02**

-0.01**

Missouri

18/27

0.02**

0.03**

Ohio

18/27

-0.02**

-0.06**

Michigan

3/27

0.06**

0.06**

Looking closely at the anomaly in this group, in the state of Michigan, public
universities, community colleges, intermediate and K-12 school districts can authorize a
charter school. Additionally, there is no limit to the number of charters, which explains
why Detroit ranks third in number of charter schools in the United States behind the New
Orleans and Washington, D.C. regions (Lake, Jochim, & Dearmond, 2015). Standardized
test scores in Detroit on the National Assessment for Educational Progress (NAEP) have
been extremely low: 4th grade proficiency was four percent in Math and seven percent in
Reading in 2013. The researchers pointed out three obstacles to improving the Detroit
Educational System: too many charter authorizers, no accountability, and no plan.
Detroit Public Schools sponsored only 13 out of the 109 charters, and colleges and
universities that are not centralized within the city have authorized the remaining schools.
While the state has overall accountability, Michigan has yet to close a charter, even for
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poor performance. Furthermore, authorizers are able to open schools in any area without
any requirements, and the state legislature did away with the Michigan Department of
Education’s annual report of charter school achievement.
Lake, Jochim, and Dearmond (2015) clearly established the severity of the
problem with their use of enrollment and achievement gap data along with reviewing the
research from CREDO specific to Detroit’s charter schools. The twelve parent
interviews through this Center on Reinventing Public Education study (CRPE) provided
them with an interpretive orientation. The observer who compared this situation with a
“free-for-all” is evidence for his statement that “Detroit hasn’t set the conditions to make
school choice work for families and kids” (Lake, Jochim, & Dearmond, 2015, para. 22).
The conclusion put forth by the researchers came in the form of a plan conceived from
the data and ideas of advocates and civic leaders in Detroit: work with the best charter
authorizers since there are no high performing national charter management organizers
working in Detroit, and utilize community groups already in place to improve authorizer
accountability. While recruitment of exceptional leaders and teachers was a key piece of
the plan, the researchers failed to name a strategy to retain these visionary educators.
Rounding out the proposal was engaging Detroit leadership to focus on issues such as
safety and financial planning.
Excluding Detroit from Michigan’s overall charter data could have been helpful
to provide perspective. Michigan’s charter system is almost entirely privatized since forprofit management organizations run 79% of its charter schools and another 10% by
nonprofits (Miron & Gulosino, 2013, p. ii). Furthermore, more than 20% of all students
educated in for-profit EMOs in the United States are in Michigan schools (Miron &

29
Gulosino, 2013, 19). This proportion in Michigan is a sharp contrast to the less than 2%
of students served by nonprofit EMO-operated schools in the United States (Miron &
Gulosino, 2013, 21).
The third and largest group (Table 2.6) contains 21 states with few authorizers.
Approximately 38% of charter schools in the United States fall into this category of
having one or two non-district authorizers having oversight. Eight of these states have
passing grades at or above 60%: Washington (30/30), Texas (27/30), Mississippi
(26/30), Nevada, District of Columbia, Hawaii, Louisiana, and Maine. The latter four are
tied at exactly the passing score of 18/30.
Table 2.6
Student Achievement within Group 3 Authorizers
State

Authorizer
Score

Reading Impact

Math Impact

Washington

30/30

Not in CREDO
research

Not in CREDO
research

Texas

27/30

-0.03**

-0.04**

Mississippi

26/30

Not in CREDO
research

Not in CREDO
research

Nevada

26/30

-0.15**

-0.19**

District of Columbia

18/30

0.10**

0.14**

Hawaii

18/30

Not in CREDO
research

Not in CREDO
research

Louisiana

18/30

0.07**

0.09**
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Table 2.6, continued
Maine

18/30

Not in CREDO
research

Not in CREDO
research

Idaho

16/30

Not in CREDO
research

Not in CREDO
research

Delaware

15/30

Not in CREDO
research

Not in CREDO
research

North Carolina

15/30

0.03**

-0.01**

New Mexico

14/30

0.00

-0.04**

New Jersey

13/30

0.06**

0.08**

Arkansas

12/30

-0.03**

-0.03**

New Hampshire

10/30

Not in CREDO
research

Not in CREDO
research

Arizona

9/30

-0.03**

-0.04**

Utah

8/30

-0.01**

-0.06**

New York

7/30

0.05**
0.00 (New York
City)

0.11**
0.13 ** (New
York City)

Massachusetts

6/30

0.05**

0.09**

Rhode Island

5/30

0.12**

0.15**

Connecticut

4/30

Not in CREDO
research

Not in CREDO
research
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Washington State as the top-rated authorizer in this group has taken the
unprecedented step with its state Supreme Court ruling that charter schools are
unconstitutional and reaffirming that it will not revisit September’s ruling that they
cannot be funded by the state (Prothero, 2015). While the state’s Charter School
Association and the attorney general had made the request, nine charter schools have
since launched. The dispute will likely ensue through the legislature, yet research and
qualitative impact on children and their education will not likely be included within the
dialogue.
New York State with a score of 7/30 has recently rejected all applications for new
charter schools (Fine, 2015). A total of fifteen applications were filed, including twelve
from New York City. The New York Department of Education denied all of them due to
failure to meet academic standards, yet charter advocates blamed the decisions on unions
and politics. Furthermore, charter advocates are pushing to increase the cap on charter
schools in New York. However, in the 2014-2015 school year, there were only 248
charters operating in the state out of the 460 available slots (Conley & Short, 2015).
Within the group 3 authorizers, Louisiana stands out because of the transition to
charter schools throughout New Orleans. In 2013-2014, there were seven identified types
of charter schools by Louisiana’s Department of Education in its annual report. Table 2.7
organizes this information by detailing each type with the associated authorizer,
oversight, and number of schools. The Board of Elementary and Secondary Education
(BESE) has authorized and provides supervision for a majority of the charter schools.
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Table 2.7
Charter Schools in Louisiana
Type

Authorizer

Oversight

Number of
Schools

Type 1 – New school

Local School
Board

Local School
Board

23

Type 1B - Conversion

Local Charter
Authorizer

NA

0

Type 2 – New or
Conversion

BESE

BESE

33

Type 3 - Conversion

Local School
Board

Local School
Board

13

Type 3B – Former
Type 5

Local School
Board

Local School
Board

0

Type 4 – New or
Conversion

Local School
Board & BESE

Local School
Board

1

Type 5 – Recovery
School District

BESE

BESE

64

Mathis and Maul (2013) identified that there are distinctive research concerns
within the CREDO study with respect to drawing conclusions with Louisiana’s charter
schools and distinctively New Orleans. The timing of the research was during an acute
decrease in enrollment by more than 50% in New Orleans directly after Hurricane
Katrina. Mathis and Maul (2013) noted the proportional drop in the students living in
poverty, reduction in state funds for traditional public schools, additional funds from
foundations and federal sources for charter schools, and “potentially strong selection
effects” (para. 4) where charter choice is involved. Mathis and Maul (2013) reiterated
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Maul and McClelland’s (2013) critique of the overall national charter research issues
concerning effect sizes and “days of learning” (para. 5).
Furthermore, NAPCS provided compelling evidence of out-of-proportion
demographics for the students attending public schools in Louisiana: (1) Charter
enrollment is 82% Black versus 12% White. (2) 81% of students attending charters are
economically disadvantaged compared with 65% in traditional public schools. (3) 88%
of charters are designated as city schools compared with 23% of traditional public school
locations. (4) New Orleans is the only community with more than 10% of the population
attending charter schools. Additionally, Mathis and Maul (2013) documented that charter
schools educate 78% of students who attend public school in New Orleans, so CREDO’s
virtual twin model would be difficult to validate. CREDO’s methodology was once again
suspect when bearing in mind the population and proportion of students attending charter
schools within New Orleans, which therefore dominated Louisiana’s overall findings.
As an educator concerned about the educational experiences of children, the
question of “Are charters more successful than traditional public schools?” is not a
legitimate one. The research outcomes are heterogeneous when looking at the same
question and incomplete because not all stakeholders within the charter realm have been
incorporated into the explorations. Consequently, my inquiry veers toward a focus on the
educational experience through students’ voices. As a school administrator, I am drawn
to having a better understanding of the reasons why students and their parents exercise
their rights to attend a charter school as well as the context of their return to a rural
traditional public school.
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Operation and Classification of Charter Schools
School Districts have the option of working in conjunction with charter operators.
5.4% of the schools operated by for-profit EMOs are district schools, not charters (Miron
& Gulosino, 2013). Such is the case as demonstrated by Whitmire’s (2015) research of
successful district-charter compacts in Houston. Spring Branch School District’s
Superintendent Duncan Klussmann decided to welcome YES Prep and KIPP into two
middle schools after he witnessed the instructional process and the culture for learning
that he craved for his districts’ students. Whitmire expressed that more than twenty
American urban public school districts have collaborated on professional development,
accountability, and special education, and the Gates Foundation has donated millions of
dollars in funding. Whitmire bolstered his argument with quotes from superintendents to
indicate the success of these compacts, yet he failed to include student voices from the
traditional public or charter schools sharing the same educational locations.
Taking a closer look at the privatization piece of charter schools, there are a
variety of options for charter foundations to utilize. While the American School Choice
website appeals to one-sided examples with school choice rhetoric throughout much of its
content, it provides a starting point for the structure of charter schools (“ESP, EMO,
CMO,” n.d.). For charter boards that wish to have assistance with a specific process such
as purchasing, they enter into a contract with an educational service provider (ESP), and
the charter board still controls all other aspects including writing and revising the charter,
grant writing, enrollment, curriculum, and supervision. ESPs taking on multiple
operations for the school become more complex charter network operators (CNOs) in the
form of charter management organizations (CMOs) and education management
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organizations (EMOs). CMOs are nonprofit entities, while EMOs are for-profit. This
explanation contributes to our understanding of the problem because as American School
Choice points out, EMOs pursue
community leaders who want to start a charter school, but who lack the
wherewithal to do so. An EMO presents an opportunity for these community
leaders to charter a school in their neighborhood, without all the hassle of filing a
charter, finding vendors, purchasing textbooks, hiring teachers/administrators/
custodians/etc., creating a budget, finding an existing facility, building a new
facility, etc. An EMO can do all of this as part of a single contract drafted at the
very beginning of the relationship, and takes a small percentage fee to put toward
other school projects. (para. 5)
The unnamed author’s word choice of “hassle” indicates negativity toward
activities in education that are part of the foundation of the educational system. The
difference between CMOs and EMOs is ever so slight. Examples of CMOs are
Achievement First, Aspire, Knowledge is Power Program (KIPP), Mastery Charter
Schools, Success Charter Network, and YES Prep. Contrasting the CMOs with
Academia, AdvancePath Academics, Insight Schools, and K12, these for-profit EMOs
have the advantage of being able to accumulate funding.
Conversely, the National Education Policy Center’s Fourteenth Edition of Charter
Profiles does not use the term CMO, but uses for-profit and nonprofit EMO (Miron and
Gulosino, 2013). From this point on, these terms will be utilized. Miron and Gulosino
(2013) provided an excellent analysis of how many schools EMOs operate when
comparing small (3 or fewer schools), medium (4 to 9), and large (10 or more). In order
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to have a better understanding of the breakdown of nonprofit versus for-profit charter
companies, Table 2.8 compares these with the overall number of charter schools
accompanied by the number of states that allow EMOs (Miron & Gulosino, p. 5-7). The
authors’ claim of a plateau was substantiated by their data, and they clarified that some
EMOs switched categories because of the number of schools opening and/or closing.
States are also more likely to have authorized for-profit EMOs, while charter schools are
more likely to be managed by a nonprofit company. Their research is significant for
many stakeholders in the educational arena: teachers, administrators, school board
members, politicians, and investors.
Table 2.8
Nonprofit versus For-Profit EMOs
School Year

19992000
1,542

20002001
1,941

20012002
2,313

20022003
2,559

Total number of
EMOs Nonprofit/
For-Profit

74/44

87/57

101/60

116/65 128/68 140/71 153/74

Number of states
with EMOs
Nonprofit/
For-Profit

13/21

13/22

14/24

20/25

Total Number of
Charter Schools

School Year
Total Number of
Charter Schools
Total number of
EMOs Nonprofit/
For-Profit

20032004
2,959

21/29

20062007
3,999

20072008
4,299

20082009
4,640

20092010
4,919

158/76

166/86

177/91 183/93

20042005
3,383

22/25

20052006
3,689

22/29

20102011
5,275

20112012
5,619

196/95

201/97
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Table 2.8, continued
Number of states
with EMOs Nonprofit/
For-Profit

23/31

24/28

25/31

26/31

29/33

29/35

Considering that the total number of nonprofit EMOs running schools is more
than double those of for-profit, one might assume that the number of students educated
through nonprofit EMOs would be greater than those receiving instruction in schools run
by for-profit EMOs. On the contrary, EMOs’ circumstances are vice versa by a small
margin (Miron & Gulosino, p. i). Furthermore, large EMOs manage more than 75.2% of
the for-profit 840 schools within this data (Miron & Gulosino, p. iii). The increase in the
number of and enrollment in Virtual type of EMO-operated schools has been swift.
Since data were collected in the 2003-2004 school year, the number of online schools run
by EMOs has exploded from 17 to 92 in less than ten years (Miron, p. 10). Online
schools are able to enroll substantial numbers of students at a greater rate than brick and
mortar schools run by EMOs since they do not have the burden of facilities for students.
Virtual schools have almost a third of all students enrolled in EMO-operated schools, yet
the number of schools is approximately 10.8%. Of these 92 virtual schools, 73 of them
are directed by for-profit EMOs, and surprisingly, five EMOs operate 63 of these online
schools.
Miron and Gulosino stated K12 is the largest competitor within the virtual forprofit market with 57 schools (p. 10). Connections Academy is a distant second with 19
schools, with Leona Group, Mosaica Education, and White Hat Management rounding
out the large-sized EMOs. Altair Learning Management operates only one school, the
Electronic Classroom of Tomorrow (ECOT), yet it is the largest online school with more
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than 12,000 students and operates in Ohio. Political connections account for much of the
negativity surrounding virtual charter schools. Lack of educational background,
diversion of taxpayer money into other businesses owned by the same group of
executives, contributions of more than $1 million to candidates in Ohio and Florida, and
low educational rigor are itemized in Mencimer’s (2011) primer on the ills of online
schools with an emphasis on ECOT and Altair.
The politics and greed that have been well documented about online schools could
instantly bog down this literature review. Darcy Bedortha (2014) has furnished a
significant account through her lived experience post as a former K12 teacher. Bedortha
describes K12’s founders, Michael Milken, known as a former “junk bond king” (para. 3)
and Ronald Packard, who had been a hedge fund banker and President Reagan’s
Secretary of Education. Bedortha cited the Center of Media and Democracy’s PR Watch
detailing Packard’s astounding compensation at $19 million over five years, and the
$780.8 million taxpayer dollars that K12 Inc. has grossed. She explained that, “With the
kind of technology, systems, and process management needed to keep the enrollment
machine running (and the machine is priority), there is never much time to actually
teach” (para. 4). Bedortha had thirty different courses to teach, yet was required to focus
on marketing and enrollment during weekly national staff meetings as a Lead Teacher for
K12.
Bedortha’s formulation of the problem of for-profit online public schools allowed
her to take the critical theory perspective quite naturally. She presented anecdotes of
bullying by administrators and locking students out of coursework to appeal emotionally
to the readers. However, the target figure of 226 students that staff members needed to
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have in order to be considered full time in addition to her note that online schools do not
have the expense of buildings and transportation delivered a logical argument that K12
“is generating considerable profits from the student/teacher ratio and compensation
scheme” (para. 9). Bedortha later stated her personal experience of having 476 students
in thirty different courses; educating and assessing that number of students was an
unattainable task, especially in the case of English. Bedortha’s use of the words
considerable profits was an understatement, given the compensation K12’s executives
have earned. Morningstar (2015) supplied the following information for each of the
reported publicly traded companies:
A publicly-traded company is only required to disclose information concerning
the amount and type of compensation paid to its CEO, CFO, and the three other
most highly compensated executive officers in a given year. Information about
compensation for these individuals may be unavailable in prior years if they were
not in their current roles or did not qualify as among the most highly compensated
officers at the time.
Table 2.9
Key Executive Compensation for K12
Name/Title

2013

2014

2015

Nathaniel A. Davis
Executive Chairman of the
Board and CEO

9,543,607

4,254,742

5,325,446

James J. Rhyu
Executive Vice President
and CFO

3,271,222

824,322

3,614,154
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Table 2.9, continued
Timothy L. Murray
Former President and COO

1,076,053

5,528,066

1,781,550

Joseph P. Zarella
Executive Vice President
Business Operations

-

-

1,066,373

Howard D. Polsky
Executive Vice President,
Secretary and Gen Counsel

758,333

1,110,234

929,920

The focus on disadvantaged students was a theme throughout Bedortha’s
discussion, and she recognized that online education and the lack of direct instruction
does not attend to the “extensive needs of the students” (para. 5). Bedortha examined the
cycle of breaking down public education that K12 has perpetuated through its marketing
in economically and educationally disadvantaged areas, partnering with the American
Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) to lobby for expanding Virtual Education,
focusing on profits, sending essays to India to be graded, and deleting failing grades to
ensure that more students pass. Bedortha’s reflective conclusion put her experience in
context and supports further research with careful attention to the lived experience of the
students.
Contrary to the aforementioned charter, there are many charters that have earned
accolades for student achievement. Rutter’s (2015) statement “the only apt
generalization is that generalizations about charter school performance are ambiguous”
(para. 10) is the essence of charter schools. The non-profit LEARN Charter School
Network has been heralded for its tremendous positive impact on students’ lives.
LEARN serves 3,600 students with 89% economically disadvantaged, and 89% Black
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while outperforming their Chicago Heights traditional public school counterparts on 2014
state tests (LEARN, 2015, p. 1). 95% of their students furthered their education at a twoor four-year college. Charter successes serve to dispute the monolithic nature of charter
research. Public policy stakeholders have an obligation to recognize traditional public
and charter schools should not be treated in a uniform manner since needs vary greatly
within rural, suburban, and urban regions.
Traditional Public School Enrollment/Charter School Admission
Many times, enrollment and admission are used interchangeably in education, but
the word enroll means “to enter (someone) as a member of or participant in something,”
while the definition of admit is “to allow entry (as to a place, fellowship, or privilege)”
(Merriam-Webster). Public school enrollment is a guarantee for students de jure, yet
charter schools are able to use the word admission de facto. The word admission
indicates a person or group is charged with making the decision to give entrance into a
charter, while traditional public schools adhere to the word enrollment.
Each state sets its laws that govern public school enrollment. For instance, the
PDE’s Enrollment of Students Basic Education Circular (BEC) states in part (2009):
ENTITLEMENT TO EDUCATION
Every child of school age who is a resident of a Pennsylvania school district is
entitled to a public school education. This entitlement and the requirements to
secure enrollment discussed throughout this BEC apply equally to resident
students residing with their parent(s); to non-resident students living with a
district resident who is supporting the child gratis and seeking enrollment under
24 P.S. §13-1302; to nonresident students living in a facility or institution; and to
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nonresident students living in a foster home. Provided that the required enrollment
documentation described herein is provided, the school district or charter school
must enroll non-resident children and permit them to attend school. A child
should be permitted to attend school on the next school day after the day on which
the child is presented for enrollment, and in all cases within five (5) business days
of the school district’s receipt of the required documentation (22 Pa. Code
§11.11(b)).
An earlier Charter Schools Basic Education Circular from 2004 provides that any
student “is eligible to enroll in a charter school” and charter schools “may not
discriminate in its admission policies or practices” (p. 10). Nevertheless, charter schools
with a “specific mission or focus” are able to “limit admission … and evaluate
prospective students” (p. 10). The charter application submitted must include these
procedures, which may include a lottery system. In direct contrast to this law, an audit
found Penbrook’s Infinity Charter School had a policy in place for “preferential
enrollment to children and grandchildren of its employees and board members” (Murphy,
2015, para. 1). This high achieving charter with 124 students, grades K – 12, has a focus
on educating gifted students. Auditor General Eugene DePasquale stated that their policy
violated Pennsylvania’s charter law, and the school has since dropped this specific policy
(Murphy, 2015).
Educational laws call for non-discriminatory enrollment practices, such as listed
in the Washington D.C. charter school application guidelines (District of Columbia
Public Charter School Board, 2015):
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Charter schools are schools of choice and every student who applies to your
school and is admitted through a random lottery process must be given a place at
the school. The application should reflect a willingness and eagerness to
accommodate and welcome all students, even those who do not fit your intended
population.
Conversely, the handbook that explains the lottery and enrollment policy for
Washington D.C. states that there are six selective high schools that may use report cards,
standardized test scores, essays, recommendation letters, placement tests, interviews, and
auditions in order for a student to gain admission (District of Columbia Public Schools, p.
6). The Montessori school “requires new students to have previous, continuous
Montessori experience” for 1st through 7th grades (District of Columbia Public Schools,
p. 16).
Admissions policies for charter schools across the country are not transparent
(Brown, 2015; Chandler, 2015; Saltz, 2015). For instance, thousands of seats in charter
schools sit empty while students on waitlists are not given those available slots to high
achieving charters. High achieving charters in Washington D.C. such as Achievement
Prep, D.C. Prep, KIPP, and Montessori Bilingual and Success Academy in New York
City deny new enrollment for certain times of the year and grade levels and do not
backfill, which is the practice of enrolling students when openings occur (Chandler,
2015). In essence, they have prevented possible transfer students who may not be as
prepared for the high expectations, while class sizes have decreased in some cases by
fifty-percent. Success Academy Founder Eva Moskowitz approves of the discriminatory
practice when stating, “it’s really not fair for the seventh grader or high school student to
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have to be educated with a child who’s reading at a second or third grade level”
(Chandler, 2015, para. 13). The avoidance of backfilling provides an uneven account of
academic performance by thwarting student mobility.
Inexplicably, some charter schools have placed significant barriers to apply. Saltz
(2015) documented charters in Philadelphia that offered English-only applications, gave
applications for one day only to students who had attended an open house at a private
golf club (Green Woods Charter School), and illegally requested information about
citizenship and book reports at Eastern University Academy. The result with respect to
Philadelphia’s elite charters is that the student bodies are significantly more White and
less economically disadvantaged (Saltz, 2015).
Urban school districts in Minneapolis and St. Paul are also becoming more
segregated after being integrated in the 1980’s (Matos, Webster, & Lonetree, 2015).
Whether policies in place encourage segregation or not, the reality is that a majority of
their district schools are almost entirely white or entirely non-white. The authors
attributed this re-segregation to the choice movement and the increase in independent
charter schools. Given the enrollment data is quantitative in nature, additional research
on students’ perceptions of charter admissions needs to be explored.
Access to charter enrollment for students in rural school districts is more likely to
be in a cyber charter school rather than a brick and mortar (Mann, Kotok, Frankenberg,
Fuller, & Schafft, 2016). The authors focused on rural districts given most research has
been concentrated on urban areas; Pennsylvania was chosen because of the propagation
of choice, which has been demonstrated by the increase of charter funding while
traditional public education funding was cut. Their analyses led to a discussion of
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increased oversight of cyber charters in Pennsylvania based on the negative educational
performance outcomes. More specifically, 98% of traditional public school students who
transfer to said cyber schools performed lower on standardized tests in math and 86%
scored lower in reading (Schafft et al., 2014). Further insight on Pennsylvania’s charter
schools revealed segregation based on race and socio-economic status (Kotok,
Frankenberg, Schafft, Mann, & Fuller, 2016), which reinforces previous studies on other
populations (Cobb & Glass, 1999; Bifulco & Ladd, 2006; Lake, Jochim, & Dearmond,
2015; Matos, Webster, & Lonetree, 2015; Saltz, 2015.)
Pennsylvania is not alone with respect to virtual struggles. CREDO’s more recent
study on cyber students presents a variable negative effect on math and reading for
almost every state (2015). Georgia, Michigan, and Wisconsin are the only states that did
not have the overall negative effect on reading achievement. Class size and monitoring
teacher/family relationships were cited as key indicators of academic growth (CREDO,
2015). The average and maximum class sizes for virtual elementary, middle, and high
schools were 39/70, 60/150, and 71/180, respectively. Ahn and McEachin’s just released
study on Ohio’s online schools shows they “attract lower-income, lower-performing
white students” without giving them the assistance they need; these students then fall
behind a half to an entire school year of education as compared with other public schools
(Ahn & McEachin, 2017). Providing access to quality education should be paramount
for every community and state. While the data illustrate cyber schools are isolating
economically disadvantaged and lower-performing students without supporting them
with their educational struggles, voluminous student articulation may be necessary to
positively influence access to beneficial charter education.
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Educational Voice and Choice
Much of the charter school literature focuses on student achievement and
demographics. Qualitative research on charters including student voice is lacking, while
limited studies on parents’ and teachers’ perceptions of charter satisfaction have largely
been included through the use of surveys. Applegate and Miron’s study in 2006 focused
completely on charter school teachers from across the country. They gathered data from
1997 to 2006 and found that as many as forty percent of new charter school teachers
leave their jobs annually, which was more than triple the traditional public school teacher
rate of eleven percent. Significant factors that contributed to teachers accepting
employment in other districts included dissatisfaction with the school’s mission,
perceived ability to accomplish that mission, and the administration. The authors pointed
out that this deficiency is not desirable because the consequences include the need to
expend a greater number of resources on teacher induction and inservice as well as
overcome a roadblock in creating professional learning communities. This study does
not explore how the teacher turnover rate affects students, which adds to the evidence for
the need to include students within the charter school query.
Overwhelmingly, research shows parents are significantly satisfied with their
children’s charter school education (Buckley & Schneider, 2006; Lange & Lehr, 2000;
Saatcioglu, Bajaj, & Schumacher, 2011). Nevertheless, Buckley and Schneider (2006)
found “charter school parents’ satisfaction with the various dimensions of the schools
generally declines over time, with the exception of satisfaction with facilities, which is
essentially constant” (p. 72). The studies gathered survey data from parents of students
currently enrolled in charters. These circumstances reveal the need to hear the voices of
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students who are presently attending in addition to both students’ and parents’
perceptions of those who previously attended charters.
Within his work on Washington D.C. charter schools, Jacobs (2011) expressed
“the literature has not reached a consensus on this claim [of parents deciding based on
academic quality], and there is no definitive agreement on the various possible influences
affecting parental choice in charter school systems” (459). Jacobs suggested a proximity
theory of school choice with respect to parental decision making, which deviates “from
the most commonly held assumption that parental preference for racial homogeneity
segregates students” (477). He stated this complementary theory that choice allows
segregation to persist in charter schools because of the relationship between the location
of charter schools and the discrete neighborhoods based on ethnicity and race.
Studies indicate the quality of governance of individual charters schools greatly
impact students’ lives (Karanxha, 2013; Hung, Badejo, & Bennett, 2014). Hung, Badejo,
and Bennett presented a comprehensive case study of a charter school with a specific
population focus of at-risk students. Their purpose and rare inclusion of students’
perceptions were to convey “correlations on instructional practices, learning activities,
learner motivation, and their perception of learning at a secondary charter school that
serves students in various at-risk situations that have not been described in existing
research” (Hung, Badejo, and Bennett, p. 20). They chose this topic because of the
divergent complexion of charter research: advancement in overall equitable student
learning experiences and opportunities versus those that show underachievement in
student performance.
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Interviews and observations of three administrators, thirteen teachers, and thirty
students provided the means to accomplish their purpose. The emergent patterns created
the basis for the authors’ conclusion that “mission-oriented and differentiated
instructional approaches foster student performance” (Hung, Badejo, and Bennett, p. 35).
While the argument is solid, this conclusion would not be necessarily attributed only to
charter school research. Differentiated instruction is a hallmark of teacher evaluation
systems, so this research could be replicated within a traditional public school. This
article informs my research to include differentiation as a topic within my line of
questioning.
Karanxha (2013) chronicled the negative effects on students, teachers, and parents
stemming from the closing of Voyager Charter School in Florida. Her data included
school documents, district data, court proceedings, newspaper reports, and six interviews:
two teachers, two parents, board member/principal, and supervisor of school choice. The
retrospective case study design was well suited for this inquiry and relates to the
approach that will be taken throughout this exploration of why students enroll and
subsequently leave charter schools. Karanxha’s theoretical framework was a catalyst for
ideal charter schools, yet called attention to legislation that varies from state to state.
Additionally, Karanxha structured her review of existing literature based upon the laws
under which authorizers and governing boards must lead. Until the Voyager Charter
School research, there was no examination of what decisions were (not) made that may
have contributed to the closing of a charter. While this investigation was able to answer
questions about multifaceted charter school accountability, students’ perceptions would
have contributed greatly to the understanding of the consequences of the closure.
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Researchers have noted that students’ views have narrowly been included in
charter studies (Beck, Maranto, & Lo, 2013; Barrett, 2003; Pieper, 2004). Barrett (2003)
and Pieper (2004) both utilized data collected for the purposes of the overall state
evaluation of charter schools in Texas. This alone supplied a significant amount of data
upon which to strengthen conclusions. Barrett focused on students’ self-esteem and their
perceptions of their charter schools and then weighed these perceptions against their
opinions of their previous schools. 51% of students gave a higher rating to their charter
over their previous school, which is not an overwhelming percentage, so that raises
additional questions that cannot be answered through the wide-ranging surveys given in
the study. The statistic that approximately half of the students did not rate the charter
higher contributes to the necessity for more research. These data supplement the earlier
discussion regarding the fluctuation in charter openings and closings.
Barrett (2003) stated that Texas does not have a similar requirement to survey
students in traditional public schools regarding their satisfaction, so the comparison that
exists for student achievement data between traditional and charter schools cannot be
established in a similar fashion. A thorough analysis of disaggregated data was provided
with regard to gender, race/ethnicity, and other student-level characteristics. Several
noteworthy statements were made within the results section. Females were more likely
than males to give a higher ranking to charter schools than their previous schools.
Ethnicity and race played a role in the comparisons between new and old schools. NonLatino White students, Latino students, and Black students on average graded their new
schools higher with means of 1.01, 0.67, and 0.22, which offered insight into the quality
of choice and satisfaction for Non-White students. The perceptual variability by ethnicity
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and race illustrates the distinct need for further attention. Barrett found a positive
significant correlation (0.18 at p < .001 level) between students’ interest in schoolwork
and the grades the students attributed to their charter schools. Furthermore, students’
self-esteem also correlated (0.16 at p < .001 level) with the higher grades for the charter
schools. These relationships show that student characteristics have an impact on the
overall grading, so it would be helpful to have comparison scores for students in
traditional public schools.
School choice is a considerable element in the charter dialogue. Opponents argue
that the choice rests within the charter schools’ processes and procedures and not with the
students and families. Within that discussion, student voice is rarely captured. Barrett’s
(2003) data revealed an unexpected proportion of 38% of students did not have a part in
the decision to transfer to their charter schools. 36% of students made the decision on
their own and 26% in conjunction with their families. 94% of the students responding to
the survey were in 6th through 12th grades, with 64% in 9th through 12th grades. Barrett
accurately portrayed the study’s limitations regarding causation since she did not know
details regarding students’ academic and personal backgrounds, including which students
were deemed at-risk. Pieper (2004) echoed that aggregate studies are unsuccessful in
describing the wide variation among charter schools.
Novel research on a cyber charter school afforded a look at student and parent
satisfaction through a study of SunTech (Beck, Maranto, and Lo, 2014). SunTech is a
pseudonym for a secondary Virtual school that educates approximately 700 students.
Some of the findings replicated previous research on brick and mortar schools, namely,
females found SunTech to be more satisfying educationally than males, and Latinos rated
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satisfaction greater than Caucasian students. Conversely, there was no significant
difference concerning school satisfaction when comparing Black students to Latinos or
Caucasians. Noting there were no other peer-reviewed studies with respect to students
with IEPs, the authors specified the finding that this subgroup of students had a greater
satisfaction than regular education students. Parental satisfaction did not vary by gender,
race, nor special education status of child. While this analysis clearly adds to the
research of charter schools incorporating student voice, the authors did not inquire about
comparisons between SunTech and their previous educational facilities. While they
conclude with “Parent and student school satisfaction is of paramount importance (p.
215),” the need for further research is conspicuous due to the absence of evidence to
support the authors’ suggestion that cyber charters may assist students who are
underserved in brick and mortar schools.
Qualitative reports have been shared regarding specific charter schools’ methods
of “creaming” their student population. Repeating a grade level upon enrollment or while
enrolled, harsh discipline practices, and suspensions/expulsions in violation of state and
federal law sometimes without due process have been documented as schools “weed out
weak or difficult students” (Taylor, 2015; Miron, Mathis, & Welner, 2015; Advocates for
Children of New York, 2015). Taylor (2015) detailed practices acknowledged by current
or former employees at above-mentioned Success Academy schools in Fort Greene,
Union Square, and Harlem 2 Upper as well as parents of students who were on the “Got
to Go” list. Student voice would add to this powerful argument since researchers,
parents, and educators have been able to contribute. Quantitative measures support these
accusations, as special education students leave New York City charter schools
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at a much higher rate than either general education students in charter schools or
special education students in traditional public schools. Only 20 percent of
students classified as requiring special education services who started
kindergarten in charter schools remained in the same school after three years
(New York City Independent Budget Office, 2014).
Jessen’s qualitative research concentrated on the decision making by parents of
New York City students with special needs while they navigated a “choice system in the
northern region of the Bronx” (2013, 430). While student voice was not included, eleven
sets of parents were interviewed before and after the admission process. Jessen also
consulted with the parent coordinator, guidance counselors, and administrators “since the
choice process does not only happen on the part of the parents, the focus of these
interviews was the perspective of the schools” (2013, 431). Restricted choice sets for
students with special needs emerged as a significant theme.
One set of parents shared they had to complete their charter application three
times because although the schools advertised they offered special education services,
only two of the twelve were viable options based upon the school personnel directives.
One of the options was a school their older daughter attended; she had dropped out after
joining a gang. Despite the parents’ request the daughters attend the same school, one
was placed in the aforementioned charter against their wishes, and the other daughter was
given a slot in the other. Jessen’s mixed-methods study identified in her discussion,
“Choice, meanwhile, gives them the mechanism with which to shape a student body,
which, at the outset, is more likely to meet benchmarks. In this scenario, students with
special needs are easily weeded out” (2013, 457).
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Harris and Larsen’s (2015) captivating research on choice in New Orleans called
into question the adage of parents voting with their feet to ensure that their children
attend academically sound schools. The researchers utilized parent application data that
is required for all families to enroll their children. Surprisingly, parents’ selections were
not only based on academics, but “they also prefer extracurricular activities and their
choices are strongly influenced by indirect costs such as transportation and child care” (p.
4). Furthermore, economically disadvantaged families were found to lean toward nonacademic reasons for their decisions. Harris and Larsen’s research relied on readily
available parent data to provide for quantitative analysis. Accounting for student voice in
a qualitative approach would allow for a deeper understanding of the reasons for and
outcomes of school choice. Moreover, additional inquiry is needed with respect to
charter choice in rural education.
Power of Understanding Students’ Lived Experiences
Although there is little research involving student experiences within charter
schools aside from utilizing student and parent surveys, other educational research shows
the potential power of describing students’ lived experiences in school. Typically,
parents’ voices have been shared without incorporating their children’s perceptions.
Duprey-Matos described the process of researching and decision-making for choosing a
school for her special needs daughter (2015). Nevertheless, she did not have the firsthand knowledge within the charter school that her daughter has experienced.
Hansen’s (2010) research afforded a rare look at one particular special education
student’s lived experience of dropping out of high school. She was able to delve into
what “led this student to make the decision to drop out of high school, the family and
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school roles, and what might have helped this student persist in graduating” (p. 14).
Hansen interviewed the student, a family member, and school personnel who worked
with the student. This valuable reflection through the participants’ eyes allowed for
exploration into how one former student with a specific learning disability who at one
time was on track to graduate did not reach the goal of a high school diploma. While
Hansen pointed out the results might not be able to be generalized, her research supplied
information that had not been previously shared in such detail.
Research directs us to understand the importance of students’ experiences and the
impact on their successes in school (Wilkenson & Bretzing, 2011; Beck, 1991; Roeser,
Midgely, & Urdan, 1996). Beck (1991) employed a phenomenological approach to
studying nursing students’ perceptions related to their interactions with faculty and the
effects of those interactions on the skills that are essential for caring within the nursing
profession. Roeser, Midgely, & Urdan’s research provided evidence of the link between
students’ perceptions of belonging with their student achievement (1996). Students’
views of positive teacher-student rapport coincided with higher end of year grades; the
value of this relationship should not be underestimated in the realm of education.
Wilkinson and Bretzing (2011) presented novel research into “high school girls’
perceptions of selected fitness activities.” This qualitative research identified eight
themes related to previous studies that showed girls at the high school age are specifically
lacking in physical activity. The authors recognized the importance of examining the
students’ views, since the research on this topic was deficient of this factor.
Focused qualitative research has demonstrated the significance that small studies
are able to have on describing specific experiences in education (Berry, 2005; Munoz-
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Plaza, Quinn, & Rounds, 2002; Lee & Koro-Ljungberg, 2007). A small exploratory
study with twelve lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender youth established the nature of
social support within a high school setting (Munoz-Plaza, Quinn, & Rounds, 2002). The
data implicated a major theme of the necessity for varied resources to assist this
population. The sensitive subject matter necessitated the face-to-face interviews in order
for the participants to share candidly.
Berry’s (2005) descriptive portraits of two African American male students
delivered a comprehensive work to express their accounts of achieved successes in
mathematics. Until Berry’s research, studies showed African American males had
limited access to upper-level math courses. Employing the phenomenological framework
was a strategy to probe deeply into the students’ experiences of discrimination, support,
resources, and empowerment since there was little understanding of how some students
overcame real or perceived obstacles to accomplish success in mathematics field.
Similarly, nine participants were interviewed for a phenomenological study on
Korean students’ acculturation within the United States to provide understanding of four
areas consisting of: “(1) descriptions of power struggles; (2) misconceptions of cultural
differences; (3) coping behaviors; and (4) academic achievement” (Lee & KoroLjungberg, 2007, p. 95). The complexity of acculturation led the researchers to make use
of phenomenology in order to “describe the essence of the Korean students’ experienced
adjustment” (Lee & Koro-Ljungberg, 2007, p. 102). The interviews encouraged the
students to be comfortable with sharing their opinions and complaints, which is atypical
of their cultural background. This type of examination parallels Mitra’s findings that
“efforts to increase student voice can create meaningful experiences that help to meet the
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developmental needs of youth” (2008, p. 92). The implications of studying lived
experiences of students convey the value of enhancing the vast body research on charter
schools with phenomenological inquiry.
Summary
Charter schools and subsequent research have been in the national spotlight since
Minnesota’s charter school law was passed in 1991. The rapid increase of charters across
the United States and consequent closing of a substantial number of charters have
provided fodder for both sides of the school choice debate (NAPCS). Charter schools are
supposed to be innovative educational institutions, yet they have not lived up to that
portrayal (Minnesota Legislative Library, 2014; Renzulli, Barr, & Paino, 2015).
Research indicates that there is variability in student achievement (CREDO, 2009;
CREDO, 2013; School Performance Profile, 2015; Lake, Jochim, & Dearmond, 2015)
and increased segregation (Cobb & Glass, 1999; Bifulco & Ladd, 2006; Lake, Jochim, &
Dearmond, 2015; Matos, Webster, & Lonetree, 2015; Saltz, 2015) among charter schools
in the United States.
School choice advocates declare students and parents should have the right to
decide their educational experiences. In spite of this assertion, wealthy foundations and
politically connected charter networks have gained control of the choice movement
across rural, suburban, and urban areas (Robelen, 2008; Miron and Gulosino, 2013,
Bedortha, 2014). Denial of enrollment (Chandler, 2015; Saltz, 2015; District of
Columbia Public Charter School Board; District of Columbia Public Schools;
Enrollment, 2009), lack of accountability (Associated Press, 2015; Brown, 2015; Herold,
2013b), and “creaming” of students (Taylor, 2015; Miron, Mathis, & Welner, 2015;
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Advocates for Children of New York, 2015) cloud the use of the word public in the
context of charter schools regardless of the neighborhood.
Given the radical differences in charters with respect to authorizers, types, and
operators, research needs to discontinue treating them as identical educational
institutions. Research indicates there is instability in charter school laws (Hammel &
Fisher, 2014; Parker-Burgard, 2009; NASCA, 2014), management (NASCA, 2014; Lake,
Jochim, & Dearmond, 2015), and funding (Mezzacappa, 2014; Prothero, 2015; Fine,
2015; Conley & Short, 2015). These and the aforementioned aspects converge on equity
and efficiency, and thus affect charter closings (Woodall, 2013; Perez, 2015; Woodall,
2015c) and student migration (New York City Independent Budget Office, 2014).
However, there is scarce research including students, who are the crucial stakeholders
within charter queries and education in general (Mitra, 2008). Furthermore, beyond
quantitative studies by Booker et al. (2004) and Bifulco and Ladd (2006) with slight
mentions of students’ returning to traditional public schools from charters, the reasons
other than school closure for students returning to traditional public schools are missing
in the charter chronicles. While there has been research on charter schools separate from
studies on perceptions of school age children with respect to education programming, this
examination indicates the need to unite both aspects within the realm of educational
research.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY
Study Design
In this dissertation, I employed a qualitative approach for data collection and
analysis. Creswell described qualitative research as “an intricate fabric composed of
minute threads, many colors, different textures, and various blends of material” (2013).
Due to the multifarious nature of charter schools, this research was designed to look
beyond student achievement data. The aim was for an emphasis on the whole experience
and not separate variables. The questions explored in this study are personal and
therefore needed open-ended opportunities for students and parents to share their
particular narratives in order to be responsive to their voices.
In phenomenology, Gubrium and Holstein explained researchers discover
meaning as experienced by individuals (as cited in Mertens, 2015). The rationale for
using phenomenology was to interpret charter school and choice experiences instead of
statistics. At their core, phenomenological researchers work to glean participants’
impressions to create an empirical foreground. Thus, the analyst and the participant work
cohesively to structure an expressive account (Price, 2003). This specific approach was
appropriate for examining the how and why underlying the phenomenon of students’
choosing to attend charter schools and on occasion deciding to leave their charter schools.
The utilization of phenomenology allowed for understanding how disparate reasons for
choosing to transfer into and/or from charter schools interrelated.
Context of the Investigation
Participants of this research were students who are/were residents of the Ruralia
School District and attended charter schools at any time within the 2004-2005 through
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the 2015-2016 school years. The charter schools consisted of Global Charter School (a
pseudonym for the local brick and mortar charter school) and nine cyber schools within
this study. Some students had already withdrawn from their charter schools. At the time
of data collection, the district had a K-12th grade enrollment of approximately 1,200
students.
Including duplication of students who have attended for multiple years, Table 3.1
contains the number of resident students per school year who were enrolled in a charter
school at some point during the given school term from this rural traditional school
district. Overall, eighty-one males and seventy females attend/attended charter schools
from this school district during this time period. Females accounted for a majority of the
twenty-six instances of retentions. Twelve females were retained versus nine males, and
two females were retained twice.
Table 3.1
Student Charter Enrollment by School Year
Year

Number of
students

Year

Number of
students

2004-2005

9

2010-2011

25

2005-2006

7

2011-2012

35

2006-2007

11

2012-2013

25

2007-2008

18

2013-2014

34

2008-2009

24

2014-2015

30
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Table 3.1, continued
2009-2010

23

2015-2016

32

As noted in chapter 2, access to charters and the extent of mobility within a
district varies within geographic regions. Cyber #2 has the largest share of enrollments
due to the close proximity of an office to the Ruralia School District as well as a greater
advertising presence in the area. Ruralia’s enrollments (Appendix A) reflect the findings
of Mann, Kotok, Frankenberg, Fuller, and Schafft (2016). Namely, these rural students
overwhelmingly enrolled in cyber charters versus Global Charter School by more than
4.5 times (Figure 3.1; Appendix C). Ruralia’s enrollment churn was distinctly graver
than the students in the abovementioned study: only 26% of Ruralia student cyber
charter enrollments were for longer than one year versus 55% for four years in Mann,
Kotok, Frankenberg, Fuller, and Schafft’s research (2016).

61

Figure 3.1. Proportion of Student Enrollments by Charter School,
2004-2005 through 2015-2016
From the data in Appendix A, Figures 3.2 through 3.13 present comparisons of
transfers from, multiple transfers, transfers to, entering grade levels, graduates, drop outs,
and special education status. Gender and race are characteristics among many possible
factors in charter school research (Hoxby, 2001). Only one participant in this study was
non-white; therefore, this study delineated only by gender. The data in Figures 3.2 and
3.3 indicate male students were more likely than females to transfer from this traditional
public school to a charter school, while females were more likely to transfer to charters
from homeschooling than their male counterparts (Appendix E; Appendix F). To provide
context, the Ruralia School District had sixteen families homeschooling thirty-three
students, which is 2.7% of all enrollments, which is well above Pennsylvania’s most
recently documented home education statistic of 1.1% in 2007 (PDE, 2016).
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Additionally, nine of the ninety (10%) students who transferred from this traditional
public school attended this school district for less than two years before transferring to a
charter: six females and two males.

Figure 3.2. Proportion of Female Student Enrollment Changes
by Transfer from, 2004-2005 through 2015-2016

Figure 3.3. Proportion of Male Student Enrollment Changes
by Transfer from, 2004-2005 through 2015-2016
In order to not skew the data of the 151 overall transfers from, multiple transfers
were extracted out to provide additional insight on mobility. While male students
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outnumber females eighty to seventy-one, female students are a larger proportion of
compounded transfers. Of the seventeen (11%) students who chose to transfer two or
more times to charters, nine of them were females. Furthermore, three of the nine
females transferred three times to charters, while no male in this study did so.
Of the nine females who had multiple charter enrollments, Females #33, #47, #63,
and #64 were still in school at the end of the data collection. Female #33 transferred
seven times from 2nd through 7th grade due to attending religious school and shifting
back and forth from traditional public school to Cyber #2 for three cycles. In two school
years, Female #47 had six transfers among another traditional public school, the Ruralia
School District twice, Global Charter School, Cyber #7, and Cyber #2. Similarly, Female
#63 attended a series of schools in two school years: the Ruralia School District twice,
Cyber #2, Cyber #1, and Religious School. The only student with multiple transfers still
currently in school to not enroll with Ruralia is Female #64; in two school years, she
attended a Religious School, Global Charter School, and Cyber #2.
Figures 3.4 and 3.5 supply the accounts for the first two females with multiple
enrollments graduating on time, while the last three students dropped out, respectively.
The data demonstrate the disparity may emanate from students being retained, partial
years, and shorter enrollments.
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Female #4 was
homeschooled
in 3rd grade.

2005-06
4th grade
Cyber #4 for 5 years

2010-11
9th grade
Cyber #5 for 4 years

Graduated
(on time)

Female #24
attended this
TPS in 8th
grade.

2009-10
9th grade
Cyber #2 for 1 year

2010-11
10th grade
Cyber #7 for 3 years

Graduated
(on time)

Figure 3.4. Female Students’ Multiple Enrollment Changes with Graduation Result,
2004-2005 through 2015-2016
Female #30
attended this
TPS in 9th
grade.

2010-11
10th grade
Cyber #2 for 1.5 years

Female #43
attended this
TPS in 6th grade.

2012-13
7th grade
Cyber #2 for < 2 years

2013-14
8th grade (retained 2 times)
Cyber #5 for < 1.5 years

Dropped Out

Female #55
attended this
TPS in 10th
grade.

2014-15
10th grade
Cyber #2 for 3 months

2014-15
This TPS for 1 month
Cyber #2 for 3 months

Dropped Out

2011-12 & 2012-13
11th grade (Retained)
Cyber #9 for 6 months

Dropped Out

Figure 3.5. Female Students’ Multiple Enrollment Changes with Result of Drop Out,
2004-2005 through 2015-2016
Overall, the males with multiple charter enrollments had less movement across
educational providers. Only two of the five males still in attendance had an additional
non-charter enrollment. Male #4 enrolled in Cyber #4 in Kindergarten instead of being
homeschooled like his sister. After attending for six years, he transferred to Cyber #5
and has been attending for an additional six years. Male #26 had movement from the
Ruralia School District to Cyber #2 for 4 months before moving to a different traditional
public school; he enrolled in Cyber #2 again for 2 months and was retained in 10th grade
before returning to Ruralia. Male #36 is currently enrolled in the Global Charter School
as a 10th grader and had a previous enrollment there in 7th grade. Male #39 attended

65
both Global Charter School and Cyber #7 before returning back to Ruralia for a month
and consequently moved to another traditional public school as a 10th grader. Male #49
received his education from Cyber #2 for two years after attending Cyber #5 for one and
half years.
Multiple enrollments gave way to distinct impacts for each of the three male
students no longer attending school. The data in Figure 3.6 demonstrate the disparity
from students being retained, partial years, and shorter enrollments, which is comparable
to the female outcomes.

Male #11 (IEP)
was
homeschooled in
5th grade.
Male #24 was
homeschooled in
6th grade and
again in 8th - 11th.
Male #69
(IEP)
attended
TPS in 12th
grade.

2007-08
6th grade
Cyber #4 for 3
years
2010-11
7th grade
Cyber #5 for 1 year
2015-16
12th grade (Retained)
Cyber #2 for 3 months

2010-11
9th grade (Retained in 9th & 11th)
Cyber #5 for 6 years
2015-16
12th grade
Cyber #5 for 1 year

Dropped
Out

Graduated
(on time)

2015-16
12th grade (Retained)
Cyber #6 for 6 months

Graduated
(not on time)

Figure 3.6. Male Students’ Multiple Enrollment Changes with Result of Graduation
versus Drop Out, 2004-2005 through 2015-2016
Seven of the seventy-one females were still enrolled at the end of the 2015-2016
school year in a charter school versus fifteen of the eighty males. The disproportion
could be a consequence of ten females and eighteen males enrolling in a charter school at
some point in the most recent 2015-2016 school year. All seven females were enrolled in
Cyber #2, while the males were split among Cyber #2 (8), Cyber #5 (2), Cyber #7 (2),
and Global Charter School (3).
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Further investigation provided insight into the circumstances of the 129 (85%)
students who were no longer attending a charter school. While students enrolled in
multiple charters were previously discussed, Figure 3.7 shows where students transferred
to among all possibilities (Appendix G). More than half of transfers were back to the
Ruralia School District, while 21% moved to a different traditional public school.

Figure 3.7. Proportion of Students’ Enrollment Changes from
Charter School by Transfer to, 2004-2005 through 2015-2016
While the male charter students outnumber females, there was an acute difference
between the entering grade levels for female compared to male students (Figure 3.8). On
average, male students entered charter schools earlier in their educational careers. They
tended to enroll in a charter school during the typical middle school years as compared to
females who had a tendency to wait until they were in high school.
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8th

9th 10th 11th 12th

Male

Figure 3.8. Entering Grade Levels for Charter Enrollment by
Gender, 2004-2005 through 2015-2016
Figure 3.9 provides information about the students’ situations across the school
years of the study, which includes those who ended their educational careers in a charter
school by graduating or dropping out (Appendix H). Since the Global Charter School
had just completed its fifth year and only had two graduating classes, this data is heavily
weighted toward cyber charter students. Male #72 was the only student who had the
possibility of graduating from Global Charter School. He transferred there from a
juvenile detention center, attended one year, and graduated on time. The limitation of
time for this study and the circumstance that females tended to enroll later in their
educational careers led to twenty-five females and only thirteen males terminating their
education with a cyber school. Nevertheless, females dropped out at double the rate of
males, fourteen out of seventy females versus nine out of eighty-one males; albeit both
genders had more students drop out than graduate.
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Figure 3.9. Proportion of Students’ Situations in June, 2016 for Those
Who Enrolled During the 2004-2005 through 2015-2016 School Years
While this traditional public school had a cohort (on-time) graduation of 96% for
the Class of 2015, the combined graduation rate for these cyber-schooled students was
24% on-time with 39% graduating with extra time. Table 3.2 demonstrates the
disparities in School Performance Profile scores as well as cohort graduation rates among
the studied charters. The last three columns are the students from this rural traditional
district who have graduated or dropped out from the specified charters.
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Table 3.2
Charter School Data Comparisons
School

2016
SPP
72.5

Cohort Graduation
Rate Class of 2015)
96.00

Graduates
(on time)
96

Graduates
(not on time)
2

Drop Outs

Global
Charter
School

43.7

Insufficient data

1

0

0

Cyber #1

62.1

66.67

0

0

3

Cyber #2

47.5

73.18

4

0

11

Cyber #3

54.1

34.29

0

1

1

Cyber #4

49.8

77.39

0

0

0

Cyber #5

52.5

58.11

5

4

4

Cyber #6

54.5

36.33

0

1

1

Cyber #7

37.7

42.24

0

0

2

Cyber #8

49.5

25.00

0

0

0

Cyber #9

57.4

69.71

0

0

1

Traditional
Public High
School

2

Data Collection
Student and parent participants were solicited through use of surveys. Permission
was sought to mail surveys to students who attend/attended charter schools (in care of
parent/guardian if under the age of 18) from the school district’s board of directors
(Appendix I). Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) allows name,
address, and phone number information, considered directory, to be released with proper
notification and the right to be excluded from this disclosure (U.S. Department of
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Education). Once obtained, a letter (Appendix J), Consent Form (Appendix K), and
survey (Appendix L) inviting participation was sent to the students. Attempts were made
to obtain current contact information for the 151 students, to the greatest extent possible.
Concurrently, I gathered data from the Ruralia School District, Global Charter School,
and included cyber charter schools through their websites, applicable newspaper articles,
advertising, and school performance profiles.
The brief survey contained questioning developed to ascertain participants’
thoughts to establish the foundation for the first and third research questions regarding
the decision to transfer to or from a charter school. Factors in employing choice have
been well researched and include advertising, atmosphere, discipline, friends, family,
class size, educational quality, extra-curricular activities, location, and safety (David,
West, & Ribbens, 1994; Kleitz, Weiher, Tedin, & Matland, 2000). These aspects were
addressed in survey questions 5 through 9 (Appendix L). Survey questions 7 through 9
(Appendix L) informed the second research question with respect to student and parent
satisfaction of education, services, and activities that are/were being provided at the
charter schools. The intent of this line of questioning was to hone the crafted interview
questions from the results of the surveys collected.
Questions 4 and 10 allowed me to separate participants into groups who did or
didn’t attend traditional public school before and/or after enrolling in a charter school.
Demographic questions 13 through 16 allowed for further investigation based on gender,
ethnicity, race, special education, gifted education, 504 status, or economically
disadvantaged status (Kleitz, Weiher, Tedin, & Matland, 2000). From there, I contacted
survey participants who indicated their interest in taking part in an interview. I obtained
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permission to audio record interviews (Appendix K). Because insufficient surveys were
returned, I followed up with letters and phone calls to improve the sample. Ultimately, I
interviewed fifteen participants.
The aim of the interviews was to discern the experiences of students who
have/had attended charter schools and their parents/guardians. The first segment in the
interview process was a 3 X 5 card sort in order to better understand participants’
experiences (Ryan & Bernard, 2000). Card sorts are a way of structuring students’ and
parents’ decisions and priorities (Beaver, Bogg, & Luker, 1999; Lang & Carstensen,
2002). Participants grouped the reasons for employing choice derived from the
aforementioned literature into very important, fairly important, and not important:
advertising, atmosphere, discipline, friends, family, class size, educational quality, extracurricular activities, location, and safety. In order to obtain rationale for categorizing
their card sort selections, “think aloud” data was recorded from the participants in order
to elicit reasons and to contrast said reasons with other participants. (Borgatti, 1999).
Each response was rated on an intensity scale from 0 (relatively unimportant) to 2 (highly
important).
The open-ended interview questions were designed as a semi-structured protocol
to allow for the participants to have flexibility in voicing their thoughts (Yin, 2009).
Each student and parent interview was approximately fifteen minutes long. Similar to the
card sort, responses were weighted 0 – 2. Prompts 1 and 6 attempted to gather
information about the first and third research questions. Questions 2 through 5 related to
the students’ learning and social experiences appropriate for the second research question
(Hung, Badejo, & Bennett, 2014). The questions were specific inquiries into the most
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salient issues: school support, student achievement, and connection to school (David,
West, & Ribbens, 1994; Kleitz, Weiher, Tedin, & Matland, 2000).
Questions/prompts:
1) Tell a story or two about your experiences in deciding to go to a charter school.
2) What do/did you like and dislike about the school?
3) What kind of help do/did you (or your child) get with classwork or homework?
4) If applicable, how do your (child’s) current grades compare to your (his/her)
performance in the previous school?
5) What do/did you (your child) participate in during or after school?
6) If applicable, tell a story or two about your experiences in deciding to leave the
charter school.
Data Analysis
Data analysis was performed throughout data collection. Data from surveys and
interviews were entered into Dedoose to assist with recognition of patterns of answers. A
preliminary list of a priori codes was used, but modifications were formed based on
responses from surveys and interviews in order to combine or partition codes:
atmosphere, class size, convenience, discipline, educational quality, extra-curricular
activities, family, friends/peers, lack of stability in staff and/or charter, location, and
safety. These have been identified as critical across school types (David, West, &
Ribbens, 1994; Kleitz, Weiher, Tedin, & Matland, 2000, Applegate & Miron, 2006,
NAPCS).
The interviews were recorded and transcribed, and frequent data examination
occurred throughout this phase dependent upon how broad or narrow the codes were
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compared with respondent’s statements. The transcription of the phenomenological data
was analyzed in the following manner: all relevant, non-repetitive content units were
listed, and the units were clustered into themes based on the work of Smith & Strickland
(2001). Content units were a clause, single statement, or several sentences by the
participant making a single point. From these themes, a description was constructed
merging specific participant experiences. Interpretation of the data was dependent upon
surveys and interviews, which gave the study the depth necessary for trustworthiness.
Role of the Researcher
My research proposal was to study student perceptions of the factors of exercising
choice to enroll in charter schools; satisfaction with education, services, and activities
while attending charter schools; and if applicable, the factors that contributed to
withdrawing from charter schools. As a principal at a traditional public high school, I
have constant communication with students and their families. Some of these students
attended, attend, or plan to attend Global Charter School or cyber-charter schools.
I also have small and large group conversations frequently with teachers,
administrators, school board members, and politicians regarding public education,
including the struggles with respect to charter and cyber-charter schooling. I have some
knowledge of instructional strategies, staff, and students within our county’s only charter
school, Global Charter School, because I observed classes and met with administrators
for a half-day in January of 2012. This knowledge may have biased my ability to be
totally objective in how I question participants and perceive their answers. Since I knew
the students and families who are residents of the Ruralia School District, I needed to
insist upon professional interactions and keep them focused on the task at hand.

74
In my previous position, I was the Director of Curriculum and Instruction for the
Ruralia School District. One of my responsibilities was to be the administrator and
coordinate our district’s online program called Virtual Academy. We use this program
for students who would like full-time online curriculum or a hybrid schedule for a
combination of online and brick and mortar classes as well as summer school. Our
district has a cooperative program with our neighboring school district in order to
increase our course offerings. Together, we provide service to a Pennsylvania
Intermediate Unit for their Alternative Learning Academy. IU staff members provide
support for emotional and behavioral needs for the students while our certified teachers
provide the curriculum and assessment. Therefore, I am very familiar with online
delivery of educational services for our own students and students who never meet our
teachers face-to-face.
On the whole, I needed to concentrate on my role as researcher and keep the focus
on where the data took me without my preconceptions dictating the questioning, so I
audio recorded all interviews. I was especially sensitive to my body language and facial
expressions during the interview process to allow for non-biased research, even if the
participants provided answers that are contradictory to my perceptions. My
understanding of online coursework in addition to anecdotes from students and families
regarding the adverse and constructive experiences they have had with Global Charter
School and cyber-charter schools provided me with a foundational insight that I would
not have if I were not in this position.
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Limitations
Charter schools have been the subject for an extremely large number of research
studies. The focus of my research is on a population that has historically been excluded.
The study included the lived experiences of students who attend/attended charter schools
and may have returned to a traditional public school district. The traditional public
school in this study is a small rural district in Pennsylvania with a K-12th grade
enrollment of approximately 1,200 students. Students attending or returning from one
brick and mortar charter school and nine cyber schools were included within this study.
As its website indicates, Global Charter School has a unique “relational education”
approach based on educator Charlotte Mason, which limits the generalization of this
research.
Aside from the study’s delimitation of being geographically bounded within one
school district, the timeline of the data was restricted to students who attended a charter
school at any time within the 2004-2005 through the 2015-2016 School Years. Studying
one rural school district restricts the ability to generalize the findings. However, some
aspects may be applicable to other students’ experiences. Lastly, this research focused on
the students’ experiences because their narratives have not been adequately captured in
the existing literature.
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Timeline
Activity

Date

Draft proposal for research, revise, and edit
as necessary
Proposal defense; Submit proposal to IRB

Fall 2015 – March 2016

Gain school district approval, identify
participants, and mail surveys
Interview participants

June – July 2016

Data analysis

Ongoing

Write dissertation, submit to chair and
committee, revise and edit as necessary
Oral Defense

December 2016 – February 2017

Edit, revise, and submit final version of
dissertation

April 2017

April – May 2016

August – November 2016

March 2017
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Introduction
This study examines the experiences of students who have been educated in cyber
charter schools and/or Global Charter School. Twenty-five of the one hundred fifty-one
eligible participants sent back their surveys. Of those twenty-five, fifteen agreed to be
interviewed: fourteen students and one parent on behalf of her son who had been in a car
accident and would not be able to participate (Table 4.1), and ten students completed the
survey without being interviewed (Table 4.2).
Table 4.1
Interview Participants
Pseudonym

Charter

School
Year(s)

Entering
Grade
Level
1

Transfer
from

Time of
Enrollment

Transfer to

Tracey

Cyber
#2

2007-08
to present

Homeschool

9 years
(Retained
in 2nd
grade)

NA

Mrs. Beech

Cyber
#2

2007-08
to
2012-13

6

Other TPS

5 years
1 month

Son
Dropped
Out

Laura

Global
Charter

2012-13

K

NA

1 year

This TPS

Jason

Cyber
#5

2011-12

6

This TPS

1 year

This TPS

Carl

Cyber
#2

2012-13
and
2013-14

7

This TPS

2 years

This TPS

Ben

Global
Charter

2015-16

7

Other TPS

1 year

This TPS
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Table 4.1, continued
David

Cyber
#2

2012-13
and
2013-14

6

This TPS

7 months

This TPS

Tara

Cyber
#2

2014-15

1

Homeschool

1 year

Homeschool

Kevin

Global
Charter

2014-15

7

This TPS

2.5 months

This TPS

Kim

Cyber
#2

2014-15

4

This TPS

4 months

This TPS

Mike

Cyber
#2

2014-15

9

This TPS

3.5 months

This TPS

Adam

Cyber
#2

2011-12

7

Other TPS

1 year

Other TPS
(2 years)/
This TPS

Trevor

Global
Charter

2015-16

4

This TPS

6 months

NA

Evan

Global
Charter

2011-12
to
2014-15

5

This TPS

3.5 years

Homeschool

Hillary

Global
Charter

2011-12
to
2014-15

K

NA

4 years

Homeschool
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Table 4.2
Survey Only Participants
Pseudonym

Charter

School
Year(s)

Kelly

Cyber
#2

2011-12,
2012-13
to
2013-14,
2014-15
to
2015-16
2015-16

Entering
Grade
Level
4

Transfer
from

Time of
Enrollment

Transfer to

This TPS

1 month

This TPS

5

This TPS

2 years

This TPS

7

This TPS

1.5 years

NA

12

Other TPS

1 year

Graduated
on time

Dottie

Cyber
#2

Kara

Cyber
#2

2014-15

7

Other TPS /
This TPS
(1 year)

1 month

This TPS
(1 month) /
Other TPS
(1.5 years) /
This TPS

Garrett

Cyber
#2

2013-14

3

This TPS

2 weeks

This TPS

Chris

Cyber
#7
Cyber
#2

2015-16

7

This TPS

7 months

NA

2006-07
to
2008-09

6

This TPS

3 years

This TPS

Gabriella

Cyber
#2

2010-11

6

This TPS

1 year

This TPS

Addison

Global
Charter

2011-12
and
2012-13

8

Religious
School

2 years

Religious
School

Bryce
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Table 4.2, continued
Nora

Cyber
#4

2005-06
to
2009-10

4

Homeschool

5 years

Cyber #5

2010-11
to
2013-14

9

Cyber #4

4 years

Graduated
on time

2004-05
to
2005-06

6

2 years

This TPS

and
Cyber
#5
Emmett

Cyber
#4

This TPS

Code Modifications
As detailed in Chapter 3, the data were analyzed in the following manner based
on Smith and Strickland’s (2001) work: all relevant, non-repetitive content units were
listed, and the units were clustered into themes. The preliminary list of a priori codes
were modified based on responses from surveys and interviews in order to combine or
partition codes: atmosphere, class size, convenience, discipline, educational quality,
extra-curricular activities, family, friends/peers, lack of stability in staff and/or charter,
location, and safety. These were identified as critical across school types within a variety
of literature (David, West, & Ribbens, 1994; Kleitz, Weiher, Tedin, & Matland, 2000,
Applegate & Miron, 2006, NAPCS). Child codes of focus on school work, got into
trouble, and other were added under discipline. Getting help, grades, homework, level of
challenge, not giving best effort, and other were inserted within educational quality.
Father, mother, parents, and other were necessary to delineate within the family code.
Home was mentioned fourteen times, so it was added as a child code under location.
Safety was too broad of a parent code to capture the participants’ responses, so
experience of bullying, perception of bullying, and other were added as child codes.
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Changed perceptions about charter school, facilities with a child code of technology, free
of cost, medical, religion, too young to remember, and try it were added as a parent codes
based on participant responses within the interviews.
Mission and lack of stability in staff and/or charter have been identified as
germane in charter research (Applegate & Miron, 2006, NAPCS). However, during the
transcription of the phenomenological data, these a priori codes were excluded since
participants did not mention these in their dialogues or surveys. Eliminating lack of
stability is despite Global Charter School’s challenges in pursuing its second five-year
charter (Pytak, 2016). The Pennsylvania Department of Education overturned the local
public school district’s denials to Global Charter School’s original charter in February,
2010 and July’s revision, which the district stated was due to lack of community interest
as well as planning in enrollment, curriculum, instruction, staff, budgeting, and
technology among other concerns (PDE, 2010). Subsequently, Global Charter School
has been denied charter renewal by its chartering district, which is not this rural district,
in December, 2015 and July, 2016 (Pytak, 2016). The absence of this code could be
ascribed to the short-term enrollments of students from this rural school district
(Appendix A). Twenty-one of the twenty-eight students in the Ruralia School District
attended for one year or less (Appendix A). Furthermore, Evan and Hillary, the only two
students who attended for three or more years, withdrew at the end of the 2014-15 school
year.
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Figure 4.1. Proportion of Students’ Schooling Status Prior to Enrolling
in Global Charter School, 2011-2012 through 2015-2016

Figure 4.2. Proportion of Students’ Schooling Status, after Withdrawal
from Global Charter School or End of 2015-2016 School Year
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Figure 1 provides a look at the variety of settings students were in prior to being
enrolled in Global Charter School (Appendix M). A majority of the students had been in
traditional public school and about two-thirds of the students attended Ruralia. Notably,
Figure 2 shows the number of students who withdrew to enroll in Homeschool and
Religious School, which was double the number who entered from each educational type
(Appendix N). Only four of the twenty-eight students are still enrolled in Global Charter
School (Figure 4.2; Appendix N).
Emergent Themes
The participants were insightful and nuanced while they reflected on their
experiences. While some areas varied among Global Charter School and cyber charter
students, three themes emerged: family, educational quality, and lack of extra-curricular
activities were instrumental in nearly all participants’ experiences. All students in the
survey identified the enrollment decision-making process was considered primarily by
the parent or as a collaborative decision with the student (Appendix L). Across charter
categories, participant interviews revealed educational quality was pivotal in the decision
to leave charter schools. Educational quality dominated as the largest component of all
interview conversations, given more than one-fourth of coded units out of the sixteen
parent codes were tagged within the educational quality umbrella with an average weight
of 1.8 out of 2 (Appendix I). Surprisingly, students uniformly assigned a negative
judgement to the lack of extra-curricular activities.
Beyond the agreement in family, educational quality, and lack of extra-curricular
activities, subthemes materialized to lesser degrees dependent upon type of charter.
Students brought different justifications to light based on the Global Charter School
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versus cyber charter schools. Therefore, the discussion is separated accordingly by
subheadings. Variances in individual participants’ motivations are a testament to the
strength of this phenomenological study.
Brick & Mortar Enrollments
Family was a core factor for choosing to enroll in Global Charter School for all
six interviewed students with atmosphere and class size as an aspect impacting half of
them. Brother and sister Evan and Hillary identified family as their only reason in their
surveys, while Laura and Trevor’s mothers filled out their surveys, so atmosphere and
class size were noted in addition to family. Educational quality was selected by Laura’s
mother, too. The two elder students who entered the Brick and Mortar as 7th graders,
Ben and Kevin both identified their decisions as collaborative with their families. Kevin
named atmosphere as an additional aspect to support his transfer. Ben attended an urban
middle school before transferring to the charter and then this rural public school district;
he also listed class size and educational quality as impactful.
The interviews provided dimension to each students’ transfer motives beyond the
surveys. While all of the students mentioned family, five of the six pinpointed their
mothers. Evan, Hillary, Laura, and Trevor named their mothers as the only reason they
enrolled during their interviews. Hillary described the Open House she attended with her
mother as a potential kindergarten student, “Well, first my mom took us into the class to
get to know the people and the teachers.” While they were interviewed separately, Evan,
Hillary’s brother, provided further insight about their mother’s influence:
Well, my mother was the original person who decided to put me into [Global
Charter School] … Ok, well, to be completely fair, and honest, I was only in 5th
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grade when I transferred, which would mean I was, what, like 11? So, I didn’t
have much of an idea of why I was transferring.
Laura’s thoughts echoed the previous circumstances when stated “I didn’t think
about it” or “I didn’t care” nine times during the card sort because she said:
I only went there because my mom taught there before. The only reason we knew
about it was because my mom worked there. We went in ahead of time to help
the teachers because [she is] my mom’s best friend.
Contrary to the first four students’ circumstances, Ben and Kevin had other
reasons aside from family. Ben shared his decision was based on his mother,
atmosphere, educational quality, and class size:
My mom thought it might be a good idea to try to mix it up a bit to see if I like it
better. My mom’s friend’s kid went there for a year before I went there for two
years… [atmosphere] kind of goes with the more laid back from what I was told.
It was just like, I heard it was more laid back and seemed nicer there and stuff…I
heard it was easier there…I heard it was a lot smaller because there was only, I
think in the both years I was there, 250 kids in the school at one time. And the
classes were smaller, so I thought that would be pretty cool.
While Kevin didn’t name his mother specifically, he said he enrolled “because my
family wanted me to do it, so I guess we made the choice together.” To a certain extent,
the advertisements in the newspaper contributed to their awareness of Global Charter
School. Kevin also identified he had a problem with a student in 4th grade, and while
that student moved a year later, the situation was still in his thoughts when settling on
Global Charter School before 7th grade:
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I felt like the atmosphere and like the teachers would make me feel more safe…
Their classes were a lot smaller than the ones here, and I didn’t feel like I would
be bothered by everyone.
As the only Global Charter School student who filled out a survey without an
interview, Addison’s feedback reiterated the theme of family since she checked off
“primarily parent” as the decision maker. While Addison’s reference to newspaper
advertising had been mentioned by Kevin, she is the only student to name “free” as a
reason to enroll in Global Charter School. She transferred from a religious school that
closed and back to a different religious school after attending for two years. Addison is
one of eight students within this study who attended a religious school, but she is the only
one who provided feedback, albeit limited.
Family and more specifically, the mother’s central role in the process of student
enrollment into Global Charter School is clear with respect to the first research question
of this study whether a student began in kindergarten or decided to leave traditional
religious or public school. Other factors contributing to students’ exercising choice were
to a lesser extent advertising, atmosphere, class size, educational quality, free of cost, and
safety.
Brick & Mortar Students’ Experiences
The foremost theme within the six children’s interviews about their impressions
of Global Charter School was educational quality, even though Laura’s mother and Ben
were the only individuals to list it as an enrollment factor. In addition to the range in
comments of educational quality, changes in perception, class size, friends, and safety
surfaced from some of the conversations about what the students liked and disliked about
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the charter school. The lack of positive views could be attributed to six of the seven
interviewed students transferring out of Global Charter School (Tables 4.1 and 4.2).
Trevor was the only student who gave two positives to one negative during this line of
questioning. The number of codes applied to the characteristics students liked versus not
liked were disproportionate (Figures 4.3).
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Figure 4.3. Number of Student Responses Regarding Type of
Satisfaction with Global Charter School
Educational quality. Ben, Kevin, Laura, and Trevor shared the importance of
the Global Charter School’s educational programming, but they each defined it in distinct
ways. Ben and Kevin enjoyed the time spent outside during lessons and lunch. Ben
shared:
The things I liked is we went outside a lot when it was nice, so for lunch, we’d get
recess, and we would have lunch for like half an hour, 45 minutes, however long
it was. Then if it was nice, we’d go outside, we would eat, and we could play at
the basketball court or playground or something. That was cool.
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On the other hand, both of these students concurred on opposite feelings, too.
Kevin did not like the focus on reading without learning skills. Ben referred to his
opinion of the educational quality he was familiar with for one school year:
I didn’t like the way they learned, such as the narrations and stuff. They did it for
most things even Math occasionally, but I just didn’t really like the way they
taught that much for any of the subjects.
Interestingly, Laura and Trevor gave approval to the importance and amount of
playtime and lack of homework, which may seem at odds with educational quality.
Laura said, “The thing I liked was we never had homework, and we had almost recess
and playtime all day.” Trevor confirmed Laura’s experience, “What I like about our
school is that they let you play … you only get one homework each day.”
Trevor, the only student still enrolled, attended 4th grade in Global Charter
School for six months for the last year in this study. The only topic he mentioned more
than twice throughout the interview was his enjoyment of mixed grade levels:
It is fun, and you can learn lots of things and be in a different grade with another
one…They can teach lots of things that you didn’t learn, and they can teach you
lots of things that you do know or don’t know. And you could go into with
another class mixed together. … Kindergarten is the only one without another
grade. You get to be the second graders and first, third and fourth, fifth and sixth.
All the way to twelfth grade, and you get to be with the seventh, eighth, ninth,
tenth, and eleventh grades.
The largest proportion of the responses for what the students disliked was
educational quality and changes in perception. Trevor did not like, “…if you don’t do
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your homework, you got to read for 30 minutes. If you don’t do it, you have to read for
30 minutes at lunchtime.”
Laura’s experience in kindergarten led her to talk about educational quality like
Trevor, Ben, and Kevin, but she explained her perception of lack of challenge, “What I
disliked was the only kind of work we did during the day was just we had to write letters.
And then we had nothing else to do. And I didn’t like naptime.”
Evan spoke about educational quality more than any other topic, with class size
and changes in perception tied for second. However, while speaking about what he did
not like about the Global Charter School, he discussed advertising and atmosphere in
addition to educational quality and changes in perception. One-fourth of Evan’s codes
were within this dialogue about what he did not like during his three and a half years in
Global Charter School:
I didn’t really like the way the teachers went about things, or especially,
especially the, not necessarily the teachers, but the way the teachers were
instructed. It was, I mean, the way they described how the teachers were
supposed to be acting was great if you read it. The way they described the school
was great, but actually like, with the actions of the teachers, it was kind of
lackluster. I thought it would be a different experience. And I thought, I thought
it would be a better experience more suited to my needs. And I guess the first
years I was there were pretty good in [Global Charter School], but as I got
into the high school, it became apparent to me that the education in [this
traditional public school] would be, was a lot better than the education that was
going on at [Global Charter School]. So I was, I guess to answer your question,
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I thought it would be better than it actually was.
Students’ feedback about the child codes within educational quality were more
uniform than the other topics of satisfaction: getting help, homework, and comparison of
grades. Using the code count multiplied by the intensity, Figure 4.4 reveals a slightly
unfavorable tilt due to the negativity regarding grades and homework versus the
favorable opinions about getting help. Homework and grades had an overall score of -4
each, and getting help was +5, so the boxes are proportional to the students’ perceptions.

Positive

Negative

Figure 4.4. Student Responses Regarding Satisfaction
within Educational Quality in Global Charter School
Getting help. Getting assistance on classwork was not an issue for any student.
While Kevin and Ben said they didn’t need help, Kevin compared this situation with
traditional public school. “They did tutoring after if you wanted to stay, basically like a
regular school would do.” Ben added, “If I needed help on a problem, I’d ask the
teacher, and they would help.” Similarly, Trevor supported with:
I get help with my mom. I don’t need help with Reading, but sometimes parents
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would ask you to retell what you read. If you want help in school, you raise your
hand, and your teacher would help you with the questions that you don’t know, if
you’re stuck on it.
Homework. Laura, Trevor, and Evan focused more on not having homework,
which Laura and Trevor communicated earlier about their satisfaction of the Global
Charter School. Evan’s view was, “Homework? I didn’t get any help. We barely, we
didn’t really get homework. And when we did, we had instructions - Here, do it.”
Grades. When comparing grades, Laura was not able to do so because they did
not have other subjects aside from Reading. Additionally, her mother explained, “They
were read to, and they were doing Reading comprehension because they didn’t do formal
Reading instruction...” Ben further explained the Global Charter School’s grading:
Well, my grades in [neighboring traditional public school] were average, A’s and
B’s. In [Global Charter School], it’s kind of hard to compare them because
Gillingham didn’t do like A’s, B’s, C’s, and D’s. … the teachers would tell you
how you’re doing and stuff because their grading is based on how much you
participate in the class and how well you work on the activities and stuff. But
they didn’t have any tests or anything like here, so it’s hard to tell.
Based on lack of formal assessment, Kevin measured his performance before and
after attending the Global Charter School for three months, “My grades before I went
were really high, but when I came back since it was a lot different up there, they dropped
down.” Hillary and Evan both transferred to homeschool, so they were not able to
contrast for the purposes of this study.
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Only seven of the twenty-eight resident students spent more than a year in the
Global Charter School (Figure 3.2), and only two of them are still attending in addition to
Trevor, who has been there for six months. Figure 4.5 illustrates the overall comparison
between what the interviewed students did and did not value within their overall
experiences. While the previously discussed educational quality had mixed reviews,
there were clear-cut views from students on the other aspects. Class size and friends
were favorably perceived by Evan and Hannah, whereas atmosphere, false advertising,
lack of extra-curricular activities, and safety were described in an undesirable way. The
sizes of the boxes proportionally represent the students’ responses with class size and
friends as the base of one.
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Figure 4.5. Summary of Student Responses to Open-Ended
Questions Regarding Aspects in Global Charter School
Class size and friends. Siblings Evan and Hillary’s commendations went to
class size and friends, respectively. Evan described, “I guess the class size, and I was
able to be a lot more social in class size that was smaller than a large class size.” When
Hillary was pressed for something she liked, she offered, “Well, I did like that I got pretty
many friends there. It was kind of chill there for the first year, the first and second year.”
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Extra-curricular activities. Students based a majority of their comments on
extra-curriculars through community based activities. Hillary and Evan played
recreational soccer and were not involved in any extra-curriculars at the Global Charter
School. Kevin played soccer on the local recreational center’s team and did not
participate in anything for the three months he was in Global Charter School. He now
plays on this traditional public high school’s team. He also mentioned he would not have
been able to take part in the Computer Informational Systems vocational curriculum
through our county’s program if he had not returned to this traditional public school.
Laura and her mother talked about her current activities since she did not
participate in anything at Global Charter School. Through this traditional public school,
she participates in an after-school choir, the school play, and swim team; she also is a part
of the community’s recreational soccer and softball, Girl Scouts, and church group.
Trevor spoke only about the field day his school had since there were no other activities
offered. Ben was the only one who could voice his view about joining activities at
Global Charter School: archery and basketball clubs. The students were not able to
compete with other schools until 9th grade, so he engaged within the school until he
transferred to this traditional public school.
Safety. Kevin returned to this traditional public school after only three months
because he didn’t like not feeling safe and, “how some of the kids were. It’s just that
some of them up there were doing drugs, and I don’t want to be involved in there.” Evan
and Hillary were the students with the longest attendance in the school (Appendix E), so
they were able to provide more specifics. Similar to Evan, Hillary spoke at length about
her dissatisfaction with respect to atmosphere and educational quality, but she also spoke
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about safety with the experience of bullying. She furnished more than one-fourth of her
codes during this segment:
I didn’t like how some teachers … wouldn’t really bother reading about the kids
til some kids would get hurt. They’d get sick from being, like if they had
allergies, and some kids would be mean to other kids, but nothing would happen.
… It really bothered me, but when I went to tell the teacher, they said, “Well, I
can’t do anything until I see it.” But she was doing that right in the back of the
class. That would mean the teacher wasn’t paying attention to the kids, which I’m
pretty sure, you’re not, like teachers aren’t allowed to do that. I didn’t like the
education, like the first year was alright, but then it started to go downhill to the
point that I was like learning stuff I was ahead of. Way ahead of. Well, math, I
was, I was kind of behind because I already knew what I was doing, so I didn’t
really pay attention cause I already knew what I was doing. But that was that,
because I guess teachers didn’t really like me because my mom was the one that
would actually go in when someone was mean to me or my brother, and I guess
they kind of targeted me and my brother.
The repetitive critical perceptions of atmosphere, lack of activity options,
educational quality, and safety expressed offer motivation for why students and parents
made the decision to leave Global Charter School (Figures 4.4 and 4.5). If the level of
satisfaction would have been greater, students may not have transferred out. The
discourse within this line of questioning leads directly to the last question of what factors
contributed to students withdrawing from charter schools.
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Transfers from the Brick & Mortar Charter
The only intersecting factor most of the students who transferred from Global
Charter School conveyed was educational quality. Aside from Kevin, the other four
students and/or parents associated educational quality as a reason to withdraw on both
their surveys and during their interviews. Figure 4.6 shows the count multiplied by
intensity to provide a tapestry of justifications with seven other distinct rationales. Some
students repeated their previous accounts of what they did not like about the school,
while others expanded about withdrawing.

Figure 4.6. Student Reasons for Withdrawing from Global Charter School
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The story Ben told about his withdraw provided more than his single report of
educational quality in his survey. His earlier statements of his previous traditional public
school and considering Global Charter School shows he was not resolute in his transfer
decision, “If [previous neighboring traditional public school] was only decent, it could
either get better or worse. There was no reason not to try [Global Charter School]. [My
mom] just thought it would be a good idea from her experience from her friend.” Ben
recognized he did not have a full understanding of the school in advance of his transfer,
and his change in perception hastened his transfer back to this traditional public school
after his family moved.
I thought it would be easier to learn, but when I got there, I didn’t really like the
way they learned. Because the way they learned was you’d read something, and
then you’d have to write like, they called it narration on it. Yeah, because I
thought I learned better when taking like a test every week in every subject. I like
that better. [Another] reason I wanted to leave was because it was hard to have
friends there and hang out with them with where I live because I was one of like
four kids that lived in [this traditional public school district], and everybody else
lived in [towns in the rest of the county]. And another reason is because they did
not have a good sports curriculum, and I wanted to participate in sports. The first
thing I did when I left there was I joined football for [this traditional public
school], and that was good.
Hannah and Kevin’s descriptions of their withdrawals recapped their
aforementioned sentiments. Hannah was straight to the point in sharing, “Well, we didn’t
really get the education that we needed. They weren’t the nicest teachers, and they didn’t
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really follow anything about the kids, stuff like that.” Kevin summed up his change of
feelings:
I thought I would feel more safe at [Global Charter School], [but I didn’t].
Basically, the parts with the drugs. And with the kids bullying other kids like the
ones with that are mentally challenged. Up there, it was completely different than
down here, and personally, I think [this traditional public school], it [is] a lot
better.
Considering Laura only attended kindergarten at Global Charter School, she
verbalized she did not make the decision. To which her mother articulated her own
frustration coming from an educator’s perspective. Laura’s mother stated the CEO of the
school did not have the proper pedagogy and did not have adequate or appropriate
experiences to lead a school. In their survey, Laura’s mother checked off discipline,
educational quality and safety as the factors for withdrawing. She also specified the lack
of rigor for gifted students.
Evan’s demeanor when explaining his transfer narrative shifted from frustrated to
somber:
Ok, well, a lot of issues came up with the school regarding education and the way
things were being brought about with the way, with the way discipline was
handled and teaching in general. And every time, every time something was
brought up, it would be either pushed aside or would be gone about a wrong way.
And from that, I know the teachers reprimanded me for what my parents would
talk to them about, and it made me not really care about how my grades were. I
know that sounds bad, but I mean, hey, if they don’t really care about me, why
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should I care about the way that my grades reflect on? Cause I have been trying
to give them my all in [Global Charter School], but it didn’t really help
the way that they went about things. I guess it made me lose interest in
everything, what they were about.
The overarching factor contributing to students withdrawing from Global Charter
School was educational quality. Kevin was an outlier to not name educational quality,
yet he was tied with Ben for the highest number of codes. However, atmosphere,
changed perceptions, discipline, and safety each had three or four mentions. Extracurricular activities, family, and friends each had one mention, which is a testament to the
benefit to this phenomenology, so all voices are heard.
Cyber Charter Enrollments
Of the nine cyber students interviewed, eight of them attended Cyber #2; Jason
was the only student out of this group who attended Cyber #5. Six of the 9 survey-only
participants also attended Cyber #2. Emmett and Nora enrolled in Cyber #4, and Nora
also transferred into Cyber #5. Chris was the only participant who attended Cyber #7.
Aside from family being the number one influence on cyber charter enrollment decisions,
the auxiliary factors greatly fluctuated (Figure 4.7). Educational quality was noticeably
absent during the interviews as enrollment justification for cyber schools. The codes for
location and try it were significant as the second and third most mentioned, respectively.
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Figure 4.7. Student Enrollment Reasons, Cyber Charter Schools
Contrasting from Global Charter School’s family influence, cyber charter students
named family members aside from their mothers, including father, sister, and cousin.
Tracey’s decision was made by her parents since she had never been in traditional public
school, “I really can’t remember any that were big, this is why we need to do this kind of
situation. It was more preference I think on my parents’ part.” Tracey’s parents are
divorced, and she lives with her father at this time. Her brother who also attended Cyber
#2 lives with his mother, Mrs. Beech. Since he had a car accident and was unable to
share his experiences, Mrs. Beech spoke on his behalf. Mrs. Beech discussed family,
convenience, location, safety, and trying it as the basis their family used when choosing
cyber charter:
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We’ve had a lot of health issues in the family and them being cyber-schooled,
they have been portable. And I can take them with me, if I am sitting down in
Philly or wherever it is, it’s very flexible from that standpoint. They don’t have to
make sure they’re there from 9 to 3… So it was actually circumstance that [we
tried it], but I don’t know if I would change it. … You wouldn’t get the bullying
or the picking on kids. Like the things that you or I would have experienced in
school, they don’t get that. By not being in public school; do you see what I am
saying? I don’t know if it’s good or bad that they don’t get it, but now-adays, you
would like it better than not. Nothing happened to them at all. But the concern
of, you know, why the people/kids are doing what they’re doing. Nobody knows.
And I feel safer with my kids at home with me knowing that some strange person
who is having a bad day is going to take it out on a bunch of kids. Nothing
against the public-school system at all. You’ve done all that you can to prevent
that.
As we expect from a parent, Mrs. Beech emphasized the safety aspect more than
any other participant. Later in the conversation, she reiterated her thoughts on safety in
the world and wanting to protect her children at home, “It has nothing negative to do with
the public school – geez – I could go to the mall and the same thing happens. It’s not the
mall’s fault; it’s that person, whatever made them do that.”
Adam also spoke about his family, but he emphasized his curiosity in trying
online school. Throughout the interview, he stated a form of the word “try” seven times
with four of them in his below account:
I just wanted to try it. I wanted to see how it was because like I said, my cousin
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tried it. My family, they were supportive of me trying it out, so I didn’t feel I was
being pressured to go to it or not go to it… There was basically no real reason.
Like I wasn’t bullied. I wasn’t feeling threatened. I wasn’t uncomfortable in the
school. I just wanted to try it out.
Carl echoed Adam’s combination of family and attempting virtual schooling as
well as added his perspectives of being at home and discipline:
Family because that’s going to help me lead through everything, my choices, and
making everything else. … Well, my sister’s been homeschooled since third
grade, so that was kind of one of the things. She was in there for about three
years, so I thought maybe it was better than regular school, so that was one of the
reasons I wanted to do it.…I was like ok maybe it’s better. So that was one of the
things I wanted to try it. … I felt like [my mom] would discipline me more than at
school because she’s stricter.
The experience Jason shared about Cyber #5 is the only time advertising was
mentioned as a rationale for choosing a cyber school. Advertising was intermingled with
family through his father, location of home, and trying online education. Jason shared:
I was looking at it online, and then they were holding a rally in Harrisburg, so we
had to go to Harrisburg. I think it was at a hotel by the Bass Pro Shops. And we
had to go in, and they told us about the whole experience. It sounded like a good
thing to try, so I decided to try it for a year. … I just like to be at home. I like to
do things at home and be by myself. At that time in life, I liked, it’s just what I
wanted to do. Yeah, I like to be with my dad a lot, and he was always at home,
and we always did stuff together. So that was fun. First I would do school in the
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morning. In the afternoon, we would usually I don’t know, go shopping
somewhere, go do something fun. Really, like a gym class or anything. Go throw
a football, stuff like that. … I don’t know. I felt safe at either place [home or
traditional public school]. It’s just, it didn’t really matter to me.
Kim and Mike’s narratives about transferring were parallel with respect to family
(mother), friends, and location (home), while Kim had a spotlight on class size and
“trying” cyber school, and Mike added convenience in his survey. Kim started with class
size and being at home with her mother and then moved on to peers and trying cyber:
I think it’s better if … it’s just two people working together because it’s hard for
me to understand when there’s a bunch of kids in one classroom and only one
teacher… If I am sitting at home with my mom, I can get help from her. …
[Students] were saying mean stuff to me, which made me feel bad about myself,
and I just didn’t like the kids that were there. … [My mom said] maybe we should
try it. … When I came back after being online at home, it didn’t happen.
Mike’s thoughts were similar, “I was having some issues with students, so me and
my mom, mostly me, just decided it would be best if I were to do online school instead of
going to school and dealing with issues.”
The remaining singleton factors of atmosphere, discipline, and religion were
conveyed by David and Tara. David expressed why he chose to enroll in a cyber charter
with his views of atmosphere, discipline, family, and location (home):
My mom talked about it a little bit, but I really was the one who wanted to do it.
… I like quieter [places]; I can do my work like myself, easier. … In middle
school, the reason I joined was my behavior wasn’t really that good. … So I
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wasn’t endangering other people for what I was doing then because I know I
wasn’t the best. … I like being home, and I get homesick a lot. … I mean [my
parents] wanted [me to transfer to cyber] because I was getting into a lot of
trouble at school.
Tara had never been in a traditional public school, and she had been
homeschooled while her three siblings had attended a religious school for the past three
years. Her parents gave her the option of attending the religious school with her siblings
or cyber school. They collaborated in choosing Cyber #2 for the convenience of schedule
and the ability to stay “extremely involved with our church.”
The survey participants mirrored the interviewees in their focus on family. Kara
and Emmett wrote the decision for transfer was primarily by their parents, and the other
seven students jotted down it was a collaborative outcome. The range of combinations of
enrollment reasons were comparable to the interviewed students with the exception of
one outlying transfer aspect of medical provided by Kelly and Chris. Kelly’s mother
noted food allergies, and Chris’s mother documented a non-specific medical condition.
Family played a vital role when students determined whether or not to enroll in
cyber charter school, albeit less specificity than the focus on mothers by Global Charter
School students. Advertising, atmosphere, class size, safety, too young to remember, and
try it coincided to a lesser degree for Global Charter School and cyber school students
with respect to the first research question of this study. While stand-alone codes for the
Global Charter School students were educational quality and free of cost, the cyber
charter students named convenience, discipline, friends/peers, location (home), religion,
and medical as factors that impacted their choice to enroll in a charter school.
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Cyber Charter Students’ Experiences
Convenience was the primary topic within the nine interviews about their
impressions of cyber charter school, which was not mentioned within the context of
Global Charter School. Similar in nature to Global Charter School interviews,
participants offered an assortment of comments about educational quality, changes in
perception, class size, and friends. While safety was a topic in some Global Charter
School students’ experiences, no statements were made about safety within the cyber
charter students’ anecdotes. Facilities (technology) materialized in dialogues with Adam,
David, and Mrs. Beech as well as location (home) from Tracey, which had not previously
emerged from Global Charter School students’ likes and dislikes.
While all but one student valued only one attribute, four students had multiple
comments about what they disliked (Figure 4.8). Tracey is the only student who liked
more about the cyber school than she disliked, and she is the solitary participant who is
still attending cyber school. Mike said he did not appreciate any characteristic of Cyber
#2, which is insight into why he was only enrolled for three and a half months. Mrs.
Beech’s son dropped out of school, and the other seven students transferred out. Aside
from Carl’s enrollment of two years, the other six students attended cyber charter school
for a year or less.
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Figure 4.8. Number of Student Responses Regarding Type of
Satisfaction with Cyber Charter Schools
Convenience. Convenience was named by six participants as the aspect they
liked within cyber charter school (Figure 4.9). Students and parents liked the flexibility
in assignment completion, educational time, and location. Survey-only participants and
siblings, Bryce and Gabriella tagged convenience as a reason they and their mother
considered returning to this traditional public school because the educational system
began to offer online and hybrid schedules.
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David - "You
could basically
do it on your
own time,
whenever."

Jason - "I liked
that the days
were like three
to four hours
long."
Mrs. Beech "The flexibility is
what we liked to
change things
around."

Carl - "I could do
my work
anytime I
wanted."

Adam - "Manage
myself with the
work and the
assignments"

Convenience

Tracey - "You
can do school
anywhere."

Figure 4.9. Aspect of Convenience, Appreciated by Students in Cyber Charters
Educational quality. The theme of educational quality was discussed by four
participants. Mike voiced a variety of concerns within educational quality including
getting help, grades, and homework before those topics were broached in the open-ended
questioning:
Now my experience with them was not good at all because the teachers never
helped me when I asked them to. They took forever to grade my test. There was
no homework, so you could get no points. So, if you failed a test, you were failed
for the whole marking period. I remember I took French online, and it was
French 1, but I couldn’t understand the French teacher because he spoke in
French and not English, and I was only in French 1. And then, I remember if you
needed help, you would have to call the teachers on their phones, and one teacher
didn’t help me at all. She was like I don’t know how to do this, and I don’t know
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how you’re not understanding it. I was like well can you just explain this for me,
and she just would just be like I don’t know.
Tara’s situation was unlike anyone else in the study because she is legally blind.
However, Cyber #2 staff members did not suggest nor provide an Individualized
Education Plan for her, so this was Tara’s indication of a negative educational quality
aspect for this cyber school. David spoke about the educational quality aspect of getting
help as well as facilities due to the technology. He complained, “It’s not one on one.
You get more help if you were in a classroom from a teacher. With cyber, you’d have to
email back and forth.”
Educational quality child code of homework in cyber charters was similar to the
Global Charter School, but getting help and grades were contrary. Figure 4.10 reveals a
largely disapproving slant due to the overall proportional negativity regarding getting
help and homework versus the neutralized feedback concerning grades.

Positive

Negative

Figure 4.10. Student Responses Regarding Satisfaction within
Educational Quality in Cyber Charter Schools
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Getting help. Students’ views about not getting help or receiving support varied
between home and/or school personnel, which is quite different than the Brick & Mortar
students’ reports. Two-thirds of the students mentioned getting assistance from their
mothers since they weren’t getting help from online teachers, which reaffirms the impacts
of mothers within the charter education phenomenon (Figure 4.11).
Carl – “My mother
mainly…[the
teacher] would just
tell me what page
in the book…”

David – “I guess it
was mainly the
emailing back and
forth. My mom
helped me…”

Jason – “My mom
helped me explain
a lot…I would also
go online to study
sessions.”

Kim – “So my
mom and I’d go on
messages…”

Mrs. Beech – “I’m
your parent; if I
know it, I’ll help
you.”

Mike – “My mom
tried to help me,
but she’s not good
in math, so it was
hard.”

Figure 4.11. Aspect of Getting Help from Mothers in Cyber Charters
Mike referred to class size being a barrier to getting help from the teacher, “There
would be like 100 people in the [English] class, so [the teacher] would separate us into
groups of 10 … we could help each other out with homework and get the answers and
stuff.” He struggled in math and “needed help, but my math teacher didn’t help out that
well.” Adam remarked:
I didn’t get a lot of help. … [Sometimes] I felt like the assignments were like way
too easy than what they should have been. I got a lot of extra credit for making a
cake that like took me five minutes. I forget what class it was for. We made like
this cake. It was for Halloween. I got a lot of extra credit. I was at like 99 in that
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class.
Tara and Tracey’s positive experiences were more closely related to the Global
Charter School students. Tara said, “Literally, anything you had questions for you could
ask the teachers, and they would help you.” Tracey repeated the same sentiment, “Well,
learning coaches, of course. They will help you with anything you need … I can always
call them if I need to or webmail them.” Tracey’s father has also paid for a tutor, which
she continued throughout the summer.
Grades and homework. Cyber school students stated they did not have separate
homework; they had less work than if they were in traditional public school. The cyber
charter students’ responses to the inquiry about grades were not as consistent the Global
Charter School participants. Tara and Tracey never attended traditional public school, so
no comparison could be made. David, Jason, and Mrs. Beech said the grades were “the
same.” Adam’s viewpoint was quite different as he explained:
I don’t remember what my grades were, but I felt like it was just so easy. I didn’t
even want to attempt anything, so I wasn’t trying like my best. And also, I’m not
going to say I got lazy, but like you have a lot more freedom with cyber school, so
I was just deciding not to do some of my work. I don’t know how good or bad
my grades were, but I feel like I definitely try way harder in actual school.
Kim said she did better in cyber school because her mother was able to explain
the work to her, and Carl and Mike reported they did better in traditional public school.
Mike repeated his earlier feelings:
I was failing all my classes because we had no homework, and I wasn’t doing
good on the tests because I can’t learn that way just sitting in front of a computer.
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I like to be in a classroom participating, so then that is why I decided to come
back. I said it was better for my education if I would return.
Extra-curricular activities. No student interviewed participated in an extracurricular activity through a cyber charter school. Carl, Jason, and Mike all continued to
be engaged in the traditional public school activities while in cyber school: wrestling,
drums in the band, and basketball, respectively. Mike decided to join soccer after he
returned in order to be more involved socially. Kim, Mrs. Beech’s son, and Tara took
part in community activities throughout their education. Kim played softball before,
during, and after she returned from Cyber #2. Mrs. Beech said her son participated in
basketball before cyber school, but he chose to play disc golf at a local park while he was
in cyber education. Tara maintained being “extremely involved in church.” Tracey’s
unique story provides insight into her creative extra-curricular activities she does on her
own:
I do sell Shopkins on Ebay, and it’s slowing down right now, but that has been
pretty cool for the past about year almost. [My candles] are actually made out of
soy, so you buy like the soy, and then you have the scents and the colors and the
jars and all that. And it’s really cool, it’s like you melt the wax and then you put
in the scent at the right temperature. And then the color and then mix it, wait for
it to cool. Then pour it. It’s really cool though.
Friends. The topic of friends/peers resonated with Carl, Jason, Kim, and Tracey
in what they disliked about cyber school. Carl didn’t like that he “didn’t get to see his
friends.” Jason commented, “I didn’t like that I didn’t get to see my friends a whole lot,
so there was kind of like a gap between us because we didn’t have phones or anything at
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that time.” Friends/peers played a role in Kim’s withdrawal from traditional public
school, yet she said, “I mean, I admit, the thing I disliked about it – I did miss my friends.
Cause like the little few I had, I had like two, but I missed like those two because they
were really nice to me.”
As the only student interviewed who remained in cyber school, Tracey
disapproved of the lack of “interaction with other kids as would be preferred. Like you
do get to go to the live lessons and interact with them and there’s events and stuff like
that, but it’s not nearly as much interaction as you would get at a regular school.”
Class size and technology facilities. While Mrs. Beech’s daughter Tracey still
attended Cyber #2 while living with her ex-husband, her son dropped out in 11th grade
after attending for five years and one month. Mrs. Beech communicated her concerns
about class size, educational quality (getting help), and facilities (technology):
It’s very tough when you’re doing a lesson because they have lessons like
[traditional public schools] have lessons. They have time frames in which, the
English class is going on or the math or whatever, and they have to put your
headphones on with the microphone and raise their hands just like everybody else
does. But the problem is there’s so many in the class. I would say sometimes it’s
not as accessible to get the attention of the teacher when you’ve got so many kids.
… Getting ahold of the teachers is tough. It’s not that they don’t return your call,
… obviously they’re not gonna be sitting right by their phone. You know what I
mean. So that becomes a little bit of a drawback, too.
Adam also found fault with facilities (technology) and disclosed his changes in
perception:
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I didn’t like how it was all on the computer, which I thought I would like, but it
turned out that I’d rather, I’m more of someone that would rather write something
than type it on the computer. … I thought I was going to get more connection
with the teacher on the webcam, but I feel like I get more connection by being in
an actual classroom with other people.
Figure 4.12 illustrates the overall comparison between what students did and did
not appreciate during their cyber school education, proportional to count times intensity.
Convenience had a substantial proportion for positive aspects, and educational quality,
friends, and lack of extra-curricular activities each were classified as overwhelmingly
negative facets. While the lack of activity options and support from cyber schools were
described by most participants, Tracey’s experience was different than the others and
offers an explanation for why a student would continue in an online program. For the
students who did not connect with cyber school programming, the discussion turned
toward justifications for withdrawing.
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Aspects
Students Liked

Aspects Students
Did Not Like

Class Size
Facilities
(Technology)

Atmosphere

Friends

Convenience

Lack of ExtraCurricular
Activities

Location
(Home)
Educational
Quality

Figure 4.12. Summary of student responses to open-ended
questions regarding aspects in the cyber charter schools
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Transfers from Cyber Charter Schools
The decision to transfer out of cyber charter schools for the seven interviewed
students was based on nine factors with a different emphasis for each student. Tracey is
the only participant who has continued with online school. Mrs. Beech’s son dropped out
due to a lack of connection with the cyber school, which is not reflected in the transfer
data. Multiple students conveyed educational quality, friends, facilities, change of
perception, and atmosphere as factors for transfer (Figure 4.13).
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Figure 4.13. Student reasons for withdrawing from cyber charter schools
Educational quality accounted for 28% of the codes within the transfer context
and friends 21%. Carl and Kim both cited missing their friends, and Kim added her mom
changed jobs and had a baby, so they “decided [Kim] would try to go back to school and
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to see how it goes.” She added, “It’s going pretty good this year [back at this traditional
public school.”
Jason’s transfer reasoning was balanced between friends and educational quality:
I missed being with my friends. I think I grew up a little bit more and just didn’t
want to be with my parents. I would recommend public school over [cyber
school] because, just because you have friends and teachers to help you. I just
think it’s easier to come to school and the teacher teaches it to you in person.
And plus, with coming to school, there’s more options like Tech Ed and all of the
different languages and stuff like that.
Changed perceptions were discussed by Tara, Mike, and Austin. Tara said, “I
guess I didn’t realize I wouldn’t like being on the computer all day. It was more
convenient to go back to homeschooling.” Mike delivered the lengthiest explanation for
transfer with the largest variety of codes including atmosphere, changed perceptions,
educational quality (getting help, grades, and general), facilities, and friends:
I was failing a lot of my classes, and I did a project for my one class to bring my
grade up for it to passing. It took her like three weeks to grade it. And then when
like basketball season started, I did basketball through the school still, so then I
was just talking to my friends. They’re like when are you going to come back?
You know, I was just really missing it. Plus, I wasn’t doing good, and I didn’t
like it. I came back for my friends. My education wasn’t doing so well, and I
wanted to improve. And I like being in school and learning in the environment at
[this traditional public school]. I didn’t like sitting at home, and just sitting in a
chair and doing nothing. It was really hard because I was in school, like in a
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public school for all my life. It was hard because I missed being in class. When
you’re online, you can’t be in class and raise your hand and give the answer and
participate that much.
Austin did not mention friends, but he talked about the lack of challenge in virtual
schooling, class size, facilities (technology), and changed perceptions:
But for actually leaving the cyber school, was because I just felt like it was not a
challenge. I didn’t even feel I was at school, and it was like sort of like a joke,
like it was so easy. I was doing nothing and basically passing everything.
I felt like I would get more like one-on-one, cause it’s not really large classes, but
that didn’t happen. There were only like 7 people in the learning rooms, which
are just like cameras and stuff, so I felt that I would be able to understand it more
and get some more help, but I was wrong.
Surveys submitted by Emmett and Garrett (who attended cyber school for two
weeks) named extra-curriculars as the only or one of the reasons, which parallels what
the interviewed participants shared about the lack of activities (Figure 4.12). In her
survey, Kara stated educational quality as her reason to return to traditional public school
after one month. Of the students who returned the survey, discipline was the number one
factor to return to traditional public school was discipline, which was named by Garrett,
Bryce, and Gabriella. David expressed his thoughts on transferring from cyber charter
school due to discipline with atmosphere and math educational quality:
Mainly because you needed that much discipline. I kind of liked being in the
school environment … I didn’t have the complete discipline to make myself do
the work all the time, so I guess I came back. … Other subjects weren’t that bad;
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they were pretty easy. Math was just the main one because I am not the best in
math.
While Mrs. Beech could not share anything about transferring since her son
dropped out, she furnished some supplementary information about her family’s
experience:
You know, we go out in the community, and there are a lot of people who say,
you know, my kid’s cyber-school, and it’s like taboo to them. I mean, they won’t
even talk to you. I mean, it’s brutal at times. … Tracey may be returning to
[traditional public school] because she has fallen so far behind. She was held
back in 2nd grade and has increasingly struggled. … Students never have to write
anything because there is no handwriting course and everything is typed. …
Also, other people may be doing the work for the student. … The only time an
assessment was given to ensure the student was doing the work was for DIBELS.
Comparable to Global Charter School, the predominant factor influencing student
withdrawals from cyber charter school was educational quality. The diversity among the
transfer out motives are consistent between Global Charter School and cyber charter
schools. On the other hand, the specific reasons are not identical. Class size,
convenience, and facilities are the aspects that had not been referenced within the Global
Charter School setting, whereas extra-curricular activities and safety were not discussed
within the cyber school environment for transferring.
Coinciding with the comprehensive research on full time online schools which
stated there were no gains in mathematics over one school year, math was identified by
David and Mike as an unfavorable facet of virtual learning (NAPC, 2016). Almost all of
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the students’ reflections replicated the NAPC’s findings of the necessity of “selfmotivated students and highly involved parents” (p. 8). Aside from Tracey and Tara,
students’ experiences corresponded with the lack of one-on-one interaction described
within the research (NAPC, 2016).
Summary
This phenomenological study reveals considerable variation among participants
who attended Global Charter School and cyber charter schools. Nevertheless, three
themes emerged across all charter schools: (1) Family members, primarily mothers,
significantly impacted students’ decisions to employ choice to enroll in charters; (2) The
lack of extra-curricular activities had a substantially negative impact on students’
experiences and (3) Educational quality was the foremost characteristic named in the
determination to transfer out of a charter school.
When addressing the first research question of the factors that contributed to
participants exercising choice to enroll in cyber charter schools or the distinct
philosophical Global Charter School, the central premise was family with underlying
components of atmosphere, class size, and students being too young to remember.
Looking independently at cyber charter schools, convenience, location of home, and
trying it out were also meaningful to multiple students. Figure 4.14 illustrates the relative
impact among all of the twelve factors for enrollment; the font size of the word equals the
count of the aspect.

120
Cyber Charter Schools

Global Charter School

Advertising

Convenience

Atmosphere

Discipline

Educational
Quality

Class Size

Friends

Location
(Home)

Family

Free of Cost

Safety
Religion

Try It

Figure 4.14. Comparison of reasons for charter enrollment
The results are variegated when speaking to the second research question about
the satisfaction of the education, services, and activities provided at the charter schools
(Figure 4.14). Of the thirteen attributes named, six were isolated to one type of charter or
the other. Convenience and the location of home were both viewed as positives for cyber
charters, and facilities – technology was perceived as negative. False advertising and
safety were both deemed negative within the Global Charter School; students had mixed
impressions of homework. Cyber aspects are green, and Global Charter factors are red.
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Figure 4.15. Feedback about education, services, and activities at charter schools
Six of the elements of charter schools developed into full or partial inverse
relationships (Figure 4.15). Students’ comments directed to Global Charter School were
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negative on the subjects of atmosphere and grades, although cyber students gave positive
remarks and contradictory observations about the same topics, respectively. Class size
and friends were noted in an upbeat manner at Global Charter School, but students who
attend/attended cyber schools portrayed both in an adverse way. Judgements made about
educational quality were slanted in an undesirable fashion with one student who remains
in Global Charter School voicing some compliments. The getting help portion of these
conversations leaned to the affirmative side with the criticisms coming from cyber
schooled learners. The only dynamic agreed upon one way or the other was the lack of
extra-curricular activities.
Cyber Charter Schools

Global Charter School

Atmosphere
Class Size

Convenience

Facilities Technology

Changed
Perceptions
Discipline

Educational
Quality

Extracurricular
Activities

Safety

Family

Friends

Figure 4.16. Comparison of reasons for transferring out of charter schools
The data regarding the third research question of which factors contributed to
students withdrawing from charter schools is comprised of many perspectives, which
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parallels every aspect of this phenomenological study (Figure 4.16). One student each
attributed their transfers from cyber charter schools to class size and convenience and a
few pointed to facilities (technology). Extra-curricular activities and safety were
specified by one and a couple of participants separately as root causes of returning to
traditional public school from the Global Charter School. The remaining six were
mentioned to different degrees on both sides of the charter stage: atmosphere, changed
perceptions, discipline, educational quality, family, and friends. One-fourth of the total
codes were classified as educational quality, which was the largest rationale for
transferring from charter schools.
This qualitative study examined the lived experiences of students who have been
a part of a charter learning environment. The results epitomize earlier quantitative and
qualitative research: students who attend charter schools are diverse, and the cyber
charter and brick and mortar charter schools they attend are heterogeneous in nature.
Looking through the phenomenological lens, some individual students shared personal
reasons which had not been previously articulated, and they should be considered no less
important than previously identified motivations within the charter inquiry.
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CHAPTER FIVE: IMPLICATIONS
Implications for Research
The relative strength of phenomenological research is to allow the participants to
create their own meaning with little prompting from the researcher. Conversely that
strength thwarts researchers from asking too many directed questions for fear the study
would be point participants in a specific way. Additional assets arise from the emergent
nature of patterns from multiple lived experiences, while simultaneously bestowing value
on each participant’s understandings. Therefore, phenomenological research findings are
typically not able to be generalized.
Results from this study suggest charter research should be investigated in a more
in-depth approach. If I were to conduct this study again, I would have established three
subsets within the one hundred fifty-one possible participants: special education students,
students who attended multiple charters, and students who dropped out of charter school.
Then, I would have set a threshold for participants in each category. Since educational
quality and lack of extra-curricular activities were named most often within the transfer
out and satisfaction narratives, I wonder how these aspects impacted at-risk students with
respect to support and connection. Questions about IEP meetings, goals, progress
monitoring, parental involvement, specially designed instruction (SDI), and access to
related services such as social work, speech and language, and occupational therapy are
crucial facets of understanding the lived experiences of Global Charter School and cyber
charter students as well as their successes and lack there-of.
The complex nature of students’ responses indicates I should follow additional
lines of questioning if I were to restart this research. Loss in learning in charter schools
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has been well documented (Ahn & McEachin, 2017; CREDO, 2009; CREDO, 2015;
NAPC, 2016; Schafft et al., 2014). Specific probes about mathematics and reading
instruction coupled with achievement reflected in report cards, benchmarking, and
standardized tests would have provided student voice within the learning deficiency
context. A few students spoke of their experiences within the open-ended questioning,
yet I believe I may have ascertained more information by asking directly with follow-up
questions.
With respect to methodology, I would consider using a ranking within the card
sort instead of designating very important, fairly important, and not important. Since
some students naturally wanted to tell me their factors in order of importance, I would
contemplate a ranking technique. Furthermore, asking the participants a final question
of, “What question do you think I should ask other students who enrolled in a charter
school?” would have enhanced their contribution to this study. Since the participants are
the ones with the knowledge of charter schools, they may have been able to augment with
an issue I was unaware of within the charter education phenomenon. Maximizing student
voice is paramount in meeting developmental needs and could provide vicarious learning
for others (Mitra, 2008).
The students studied within this traditional rural school district did not allow for
targeted analysis of some marginalized populations including English Language Learners
and students by ethnicity/race. The make-up of the district community is more than 92%
white and less than 1% English Language Learners. However, looking through the
phenomenological lens would be powerful for researchers to gain information beyond
charter school statistics. Gaining insight from individual students offers the possibility of
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meeting their needs in traditional public school before they transfer to a brick and mortar
or cyber school and return behind in educational and/or social areas. Extrapolating from
the awareness of students while they were in charters, additional research on the
returners’ opinions on traditional public school satisfaction might be advantageous for
future discussion.
While the 2009, 2013, and 2015 CREDO studies offer three, five, and three
school years’ worth of data, there is a gap with respect to qualitative research on longterm effects of charter schools on individual students after separation from school.
Attention to the charter school impact on graduates and drop outs would add a dynamic
component not previously researched. Future research should examine more lived
experiences in general because stakeholders need a balance between numeric indicators
and the spoken word. Listening to students’ narratives adds another dimension for all
stakeholders including students, parents, community members, educators, and policy
makers.
Implications for Practice
As a practitioner, the primary implications for me from this phenomenological
study are a renewed sense of commitment to communicating with families, providing
access to extra-curricular activities, and ensuring educational quality. Listening to
students’ lived experiences will forever impact my work as a high school principal and
potential superintendent and researcher. The complexity of the learning process lends
itself to phenomenological inquiry because students can describe their opinions and
complaints in a comfortable way as they grow through the maturing process (Lee &
Koro-Ljungberg, 2007; Mitra, 2008). I plan to purposefully schedule conversations with
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students and families to overcome marginalized student voice during a challenging time
in the history of traditional public education.
Combining the messages of communication and ensuring educational quality, a
focal point under my leadership will be to continue to enrich our multi-tiered systems of
support (MTSS) structure in order to advance all students’ learning. It is our
responsibility to have personal conversations with students in order for them to receive
the feedback they need in order to be successful. Affording the opportunity for all
students to have one-on-one and small group instruction is essential to ensure struggling
students attain their high school diploma. Aside from academics, we will also be
implementing a small group guidance session for new and returning students. Utilizing
this strategy will enable an easier transition back and lessen the adverse influence of
mobility. Subsequently, we hope students will become engaged in extra-curricular
activities, which will strengthen their connections to their peers and community. Extracurricular activities were not named as a reason to transfer to a charter, but all returning
students expressed their dissatisfaction with activities while enrolled in said charters.
Within this study, traditional public schools have the advantage over the alternative
public schools’ activities.
In light of the detrimental outcomes of high class sizes of up to 180 students and
not receiving crucial help within cyber schools reported in this study and CREDO’s 2015
research, efforts need to be made to inform our stakeholders consistently about possible
unintended consequences. This research combined with the damaging effects Schafft et
al. found on rural students’ achievement is especially concerning to me as a rural school
district administrator (2014). Since an underlying theme of “trying out” virtual education
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emerged, our high school administration may propose requiring an online course to
graduate in order to safeguard our students from diving into full time cyber school. We
currently use our virtual academy to assist with scheduling conflicts and credit recovery,
but we also have a few students who have hybrid or full time online coursework. Our
students are highly successful in our online courses because the teachers assign academic
study hall to students who need additional support. We would need to expand these
options to confirm work completion and accuracy.
The enrollment, mobility, survey, and interview data in this rural traditional
public school have clearly exemplified a significant dilemma with respect to the local
Brick & Mortar and various cyber schools. A final step school districts could take would
be to provide traditional public and charter school information side-by-side on their
school websites to better inform students, families, and taxpayers. The Pennsylvania
Department of Education provides student achievement data on its publically accessible
School Performance Profile website. If district administrators organized cyber and
charter school mobility, test scores, access to AP curricula, on time graduation rates, and
more from the SPP site, stakeholders would be more likely to view comparisons with
their current educational opportunities.
While we need to heed Garriot’s advice to “intervene now, so that they will
graduate later” (2007, p. 224), we must be mindful of all students’ perceptions. Based on
the individual narratives, there are a couple of students who have found a meaningful
experience after exercising their choice to attend a charter school. My commitment to
truly listening to students regardless of my educational role is due to understanding a
“cookie cutter” mindset will not resolve the state of affairs in choice. Although this
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researcher does not intend on generalizing, the readers should draw their own conclusions
from this potential starting point if they have the prospect of driving better programming
and policies. The public education challenge must be addressed by students, parents,
educators, community members, and policy makers in order to provide access to quality
educational opportunities and promote upward social mobility.
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Appendix A: Students Who Qualified to Participate in Research
Student
Code (IEP)

Charter

Starting Grade

Female
#1
Female
#2
Female
#3

Cyber #1

10

Cyber #1

11

Cyber #3

12 (Retained)

Female
#4
***Female
#4
Female
#5
Female
#6

Cyber #4

4

Cyber #5

9

Cyber #5

10

Cyber #5

Female
#7
Female
#8
Female
#9
Female #10

Cyber #5

Female #11

Cyber #2

Female #12

Cyber #6

9
(Retained in
9th grade)
10 (Retained in
10th grade)
K (Retained in
Kindergarten)
11 (Retained in
12th grade)
1 (Retained in
2nd grade)
9 (Retained in
9th grade)
11

Female #13

Cyber #7

7

Female #14

Cyber #7

12

Female #15

Cyber #5

7 (Retained in
7th grade)

Female #16

Cyber #2

7

Female #17

Cyber #2

11

Cyber #5
Cyber #5
Cyber #2

School Year
(Time
Enrolled)
2004-05
(2 years)
2004-05
(5 months)
2004-05
(Less than 2
years)
2005-06
(5 years)
2010-11
(4 years)
2005-06
(3 years)
2006-07
(5 years)
2006-07
(4 years)
2006-07
(3.5 years)
2006-07
(2.5 years)
2007-08
(9 years)
2007-08
(1.5 years)
2007-08
(2 months)
2007-08
(3 months)
2007-08
(6 months)
2008-09
(More than
6 years)
2008-09
(1 year)
2008-09
(3 months)

Transfer
From

Transfer
To

Homeschool

Dropped Out

Homeschool

Dropped Out

Homeschool

Dropped Out

Homeschool

Cyber #5

Cyber #4

Graduated
(on time)
Graduated
(on time)
Graduated
(not on time)

Homeschool
Homeschool
Homeschool

Graduated
(not on time)
Other TPS

Enrolled in
Kindergarten
Homeschool

Dropped Out

Homeschool

NA

Other TPS

Dropped Out

This TPS

Dropped Out

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

Dropped Out

This TPS

Graduated
(not on time)

This TPS

This TPS

Other TPS

Dropped Out
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Female #18

Cyber #2

4

Female #19

Cyber #2

Female #20

Cyber #5

11 (Retained 2
times in 11th
grade)
4

Female #21

Cyber #5

10

Female #22

Cyber #5

6

Female #23

Cyber #7

9

Female #24

Cyber #7

9

***Female
#24
Female #25

Cyber #2

10

Cyber #7

1

Female #26

Cyber #5

4

Female #27

Cyber #5

7

Female #28

Cyber #5

12

Female #29

Cyber #2

9

Female #30

Cyber #2

10

***Female
#30
Female #31

Cyber #9
Cyber #2

11 (Retained in
11th grade)
6

Female #32

Cyber #8

11

Female #33

Cyber #2

4

***Female
#33

Cyber #2

5

2008-09
(Less than 1
month)
2008-09
(Less than 3
years)
2009-10
(5 months)
2009-10
(5 months)
2009-10
(7 years)
2009-10
(7 months)
2009-10
(1 year)
2010-11
(3 years)
2009-10
(3 months)
2010-11
(1 year)
2010-11
(1 year)
2010-11
(1 month)
2010-11
(1 year)
2010-11
(1.5 years)
2011-12
(6 months)
2010-11
(1 year)
2010-11
(4 months)
2011-12
(1 month)

2012-13
(2 years)

This TPS
Other TPS

This TPS (1
year) / Other
TPS
Dropped Out

This TPS

Other TPS

This TPS

Other TPS

Other TPS
This TPS

Graduated
(on time)
This TPS

This TPS

Cyber #2

Cyber #7
This TPS

Graduated
(on time)
This TPS

Homeschool

Homeschool

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS
Homeschool

Graduated
(on time)
Homeschool

This TPS

Cyber #9

Cyber #2

Dropped Out

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS /
Religious
school
(6 months) /
This TPS
(3 months)
This TPS

This TPS

This TPS
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***Female
#33
Female #34

Cyber #2

7

Brick &
Mortar

8

Female #35

3

Female #39

Brick &
Mortar
Brick &
Mortar
Brick &
Mortar
Brick &
Mortar
Cyber #7

Female #40

Cyber #7

K

Female #41

Cyber #7

11

Female #42

Cyber #2

5

Female #43

Cyber #2

7

***Female
#43

Cyber #2

8 (Retained in
8th grade)

***Female
#43

Cyber #5

Female #44
Female #45

Brick &
Mortar
Cyber #1

8 (Retained
2nd time in 8th
grade)
K

Female #46

Cyber #1

10

Female #47

Brick &
Mortar

9

***Female
#47

Cyber #7

9

2013-14
(4 months)

***Female
#47

Cyber #2

9 (Retained in
9th grade)

2014-15
(4 months)

Female #36
(IEP)
Female #37
Female #38

8
8
K
1

6

2014-15
(1.5 years)
2011-12
(1 year)
2011-12
(1 year)
2011-12
(2 months)
2011-12
(2 years)
2011-12
(4 years)
2011-12
(1 year)
2011-12
(1 year)
2012-13
(2 months)
2012-13
(1 month)
2012-13
(1 year and
2 months)
2012-13 &
2013-14
(6 months)
2014-15
(1.5 years)
2012-13
(1 year)
2013-14
(1 year)
2013-14
(1 year)
2013-14
(1 year)

This TPS

NA

Homeschool

Religious
School

This TPS

Religious
School
This TPS

This TPS
Religious
School
Enrolled in
Kindergarten
Homeschool

Religious
School
Homeschool

Enrolled in
Kindergarten
Other TPS

This TPS

Other TPS

This TPS

Other TPS /
This TPS
(2 years)
Re-enrolled
from same
Cyber
Cyber #5

Dropped and
Re-enrolled

This TPS

This TPS

Cyber #5
Dropped Out

Enrolled in
Kindergarten
Homeschool

This TPS
Homeschool

Homeschool

Homeschool

Other TPS /
This TPS (1
month)
Brick &
Mortar

Cyber #7

Cyber #7

This TPS (1
month) /
Other TPS

Cyber #2
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Female #48

Cyber #2

11

2013-14
(1.5 years)

This TPS

Graduated
(on time)

Female #49
(IEP)
Female #50

Cyber #2

2

This TPS

This TPS

Cyber #2

5

Homeschool

NA

Female #51
(IEP)
Female #52
(IEP)
Female #53
(IEP)
Female #54
(IEP)
Female #55
(IEP)
***Female
#55 (IEP)

Cyber #2

8

Other TPS

Other TPS

Cyber #2

5

Other TPS

Other TPS

Cyber #2

5

Other TPS

Other TPS

Cyber #2

9

Other TPS

Other TPS

Cyber #2

10

This TPS

Cyber #2

10

2013-14
(2 months)
2013-14
(3 years)
2013-14
(6 months)
2013-14
(6 months)
2013-14
(6 months)
2013-14
(6 months)
2014-15
(3 months)
2014-15
(3 months)

Dropped and
Re-enrolled
Dropped Out

Female #56

Cyber #2

7

2014-15
(1 month)

Female #57

Cyber #2

10

Female #58

Cyber #2

2

Female #59

Cyber #2

5

Female #60

Cyber #2

9

Female #61

Cyber #2

10

Female #62

Cyber #2

4

Female #63

Cyber #2

6

***Female
#63
Female #64

Cyber #1

7

Brick &
Mortar
Cyber #2

9

2014-15
(6 months)
2014-15
(1 day)
2014-15
(1 day)
2014-15
(1 year)
2014-15 &
2015-16
(3 months)
2014-15
(4 months)
2014-15
(1 day)
2015-16
(4 months)
2014-15
(1.5 years)
2015-16
(2 months)

***Female
#64

10

Re-enrolled
from same
Cyber
Other TPS /
This TPS (1
year)
Other TPS

This TPS (1
month) /
Other TPS
(1.5 years) /
This TPS
Dropped Out

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

Homeschool

Homeschool

Other TPS /
This TPS
(1.5 years)
This TPS

Dropped Out

This TPS

This TPS

Religious
School
Religious
School
Brick &
Mortar

This TPS

This TPS

Cyber #2
NA
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Female #65

Cyber #2

5

2015-16
(1 year)

Female #66

Cyber #2

11

Female #67

Cyber #7

9

Female #68

Cyber #2

11

Female #69

Cyber #2

12

Female #70

Cyber #2

10

Female #71

Cyber #2

11

2015-16
(1 year)
2015-16
(1 year)
2015-16
(7 months)
2015-16
(1 year)
2015-16
(3 months)
2015-16
(5 months)

Male
#1
Male
#2
Male
#3
Male
#4

Cyber #1

12

Cyber #2

7

Cyber #2

3

Cyber #4

***Male #4

Cyber #5

K (instead of
homeschool
like sister)
6

Male
#5
Male
#6
Male
#7
Male
#8

Cyber #4

6

Cyber #4

6

Cyber #5

7

Cyber #5

6 (Retained in
6th grade)

Male
#9
Male
#10
Male
#11 (IEP)
***Male
#11 (IEP)

Cyber #2

6

Cyber #3

12 (Retained in
12th grade)
6

Cyber #4
Cyber #5

9 (Retained in
9th grade and
11th grade)

2004-05
(1 year)
2004-05
(1 year)
2004-05
(1 year)
2004-05
(6 years)
2010-11
(6 years)
2004-05
(2 years)
2004-05
(2 years)
2006-07
(2 years)
2006-07
(2 years)
2006-07
(3 years)
2006-07
(2 years)
2007-08
(3 years)
2010-11
(6 years)

Other TPS /
This TPS
(6 months)
This TPS

NA

Other TPS

This TPS

Religious
School
Other TPS

NA

This TPS

NA

Graduated
(on time)
Other TPS

Other TPS /
This TPS
(4 months)

Other TPS

Homeschool

Dropped Out

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

Enrolled in
Kindergarten

Cyber #5

Cyber #4

NA

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

Homeschool

Dropped Out

This TPS

Other TPS

This TPS

This TPS

Homeschool
Homeschool

Graduated
(not on time)
Cyber #5

Cyber #4

Dropped Out
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Male
#12

Cyber #5

12 (Retained in
12th grade)

Male
#13

Cyber #2

6

Male
#14

Cyber #5

Male
#15

Cyber #2

PreK (lawsuit
since district
does not have
PreK)
11

Male
#16

Cyber #2

Male
#17

Homeschool

Graduated
(not on time)

Other TPS

Dropped Out

Enrolled in
Kindergarten

Other TPS

2008-09
(1 year)

This TPS

Dropped Out

1

2008-09
(1 year)

This TPS

Cyber #7

11

2008-09
(2 weeks)

This TPS

This TPS
(1 year) /
Other TPS
This TPS

Male
#18
Male
#19
Male
#20

Cyber #7

11

This TPS

Dropped Out

Cyber #5

1

This TPS

Other TPS

Cyber #5

6

2008-09
(1 year)
2009-10
(5 months)
2009-10
(1 year)

This TPS

Male
#21
Male
#22
Male
#23
Male
#24
***Male
#24
Male
#25
Male
#26
***Male
#26
Male
#27

Cyber #2

12

Other TPS

Cyber #7

1

Homeschool

Homeschool

Cyber #7

K

Homeschool

Homeschool

Cyber #5

7

Homeschool

Homeschool

Cyber #5

12

Homeschool

Cyber #5

8

Homeschool

Graduated
(on time)
Homeschool

Cyber #2

8

This TPS

Other TPS

Cyber #2

10 (Retained in
10th grade)
8 (Retained in
9th grade)

2009-10
(1 month)
2009-10
(2 weeks)
2009-10
(2 weeks)
2010-11
(1 year)
2015-16
(1 year)
2010-11
(1 year)
2010-11
(4 months)
2013-14
(2 months)
2010-11
(1.5 years)

This TPS
(1 year) /
Other TPS
(1.5 years) /
This TPS
Dropped Out

Other TPS

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

Cyber #2

2007-08 &
2008-09
(1 year)
2007-08
(5 years and
2 months)
2008-09
(1.5 years)
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Male
#28

Cyber #2

9

Male
#29
Male
#30
Male
#31 (IEP)
Male
#32

Cyber #7

6

Cyber #2

7

Cyber #2

8

Cyber #2

7

Male
#33 (IEP)
Male
#34
Male
#35
Male
#36
***Male
#36
Male
#37 (IEP)
Male
#38
Male
#39 (IEP)

Brick &
Mortar
Brick &
Mortar
Brick &
Mortar
Brick &
Mortar
Brick &
Mortar
Brick &
Mortar
Brick &
Mortar
Brick &
Mortar

8

***Male
#39 (IEP)

Cyber #7

10

Male
#40
Male
#41
Male
#42
Male
#43
Male
#44
Male
#45

Brick &
Mortar
Brick &
Mortar
Cyber #2

5

Cyber #7

9

Cyber #2

7

Cyber #2

11

2
5
7
10
2
8
8

4
6

2010-11
& 2011-12
(1 year)
2010-11
(1 month)
2011-12
(5 months)
2011-12
(5 years)
2011-12
(1 year)

This TPS

Dropped Out

Homeschool

Homeschool

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

2011-12
(2 weeks)
2011-12
(1 month)
2011-12
(1 month)
2011-12
(2 months)
2014-15
(2 years)
2011-12
(5 months)
2011-12
(1 year)
2011-12
through
2013-14
(2 years)
2013-14
(2 months)

This TPS

Graduated
(on time)
Other TPS
(2 years) /
This TPS
This TPS

This TPS

Other TPS

This TPS

Other TPS

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

NA

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

Religious
School
Cyber #7

2011-12
(3.5 years)
2011-12
(5 months)
2011-12
(1 year)
2011-12
(4 months)
2012-13
(2 years)
2012-13
(4 months)

This TPS

This TPS (1
month) /
Other TPS
Homeschool

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

Other TPS

This TPS

Brick &
Mortar

157
Male
#46 (IEP)

Cyber #2

6

Male
#47 (IEP)
Male
#48
Male
#49
***Male
#49
Male
#50
Male
#51
Male
#52 (IEP)
Male
#53 (IEP)
Male
#54
Male
#55
Male
#56 (IEP)
Male
#57
Male
#58
Male
#59

Cyber #2

10

Brick &
Mortar
Cyber #5

5

Cyber #2

8

Cyber #2

3

Cyber #2

1

Cyber #2

1

Cyber #2

4

Brick &
Mortar
Brick &
Mortar
Cyber #2

3

6

8

2012-13 &
2013-14
(5 months)
2012-13
(1 month)
2012-13
(1 year)
2012-13
(1.5 years)
2014-15
(2 years)
2013-14
(2 weeks)
2013-14
(3 years)
2013-14
(6 months)
2013-14
(6 months)
2013-14
(1 month)
2013-14
(1 year)
2014-15
(1.5 years)
2014-15
(1 day)
2014-15
(1 year)
2014-15
(7 months)

This TPS

This TPS

Other TPS

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

NA

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

NA

Other TPS

Other TPS

Other TPS

Other TPS

This TPS

This TPS

Other TPS

Other TPS

This TPS

NA

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

Other TPS

This TPS

This TPS

Cyber #2

8 (Retained in
8th grade)
3

Cyber #2

11

Cyber #2

3

Male
#60

Cyber #2

9

2014-15
(4 months)

This TPS

This TPS

Male
#61
Male
#62
Male
#63

Brick &
Mortar
Brick &
Mortar
Cyber #2

7

This TPS

This TPS

This TPS

NA

K

This TPS

This TPS

Male
#64 (IEP)
Male
#65 (IEP)

Cyber #1

8

This TPS

This TPS

Cyber #2

8

2014-15
(3 months)
2014-15
(1.5 years)
2014-15 &
2015-16
(1 year)
2015-16
(3 months)
2015-16
(1 year)

This TPS

NA

3
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Male
#66
Male
#67
Male
#68
Male
#69 (IEP)
***Male
#69 (IEP)
Male
#70 (IEP)
Male
#71 (IEP)
Male
#72 (IEP)
Male
#73 (IEP)
Male
#74 (IEP)
Male
#75 (IEP)
Male
#76
Male
#77
Male
#78
Male
#79 (IEP)
Male
#80 (IEP)

Cyber #2

2

Cyber #2

K

Cyber #2

K

Cyber #2

12 (Retained)

Cyber #6

12

Cyber #2

9 (Retained)

Brick &
Mortar
Brick &
Mortar
Cyber #7

9
12

Cyber #7

8

Cyber #2

7

Brick &
Mortar
Brick &
Mortar
Brick &
Mortar
Brick &
Mortar
Cyber #5

K

7

7
1
4
10

2015-16
(1 year)
2015-16
(1 year)
2015-16
(1 year)
2015-16
(3 months)
2015-16
(6 months)
2015-16
(5 months)
2015-16
(6 months)
2015-16
(1 year)
2015-16
(7 months)
2015-16
(3 months)
2015-16
(7 months)
2015-16
(3 months)
2015-16
(4 months)
2015-16
(3 months)
2015-16
(6 months)
2015-16
(4 months)

This TPS

NA

Enrolled in
Kindergarten
Enrolled in
Kindergarten
This TPS

NA

Cyber #2

NA
Cyber #6

This TPS

Graduated
(not on time)
Dropped Out

This TPS

This TPS

Juvenile
detention
This TPS

Graduated
(on time)
NA

Homeschool

NA

This TPS

NA

Enrolled in
Kindergarten
Other TPS

Other TPS

Other TPS

Other TPS

This TPS

NA

This TPS

NA

This TPS
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Appendix B: Duration of Time Spent in Individual Charter Schools, by Number
and Percentage of Students, 2004-2005 through 2015-2016

Duration of Time

Number of Students

0 – 3 Months

39

Percentage of Students with
Specified Duration
26%

4 – 6 Months

27

18%

7 Months – 1 Year

46

30%

Between 1 and 3 Years

23

15%

More than 3 Years

16

11%
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Appendix C: Percent of and Changes in Charter School Data (NAPCS)
Percent of Charter Schools
School Year
Total Number of Charter
Schools
Percent of Charter to
Public Schools

19992000
1,542

20002001
1,941

20012002
2,313

20022003
2,559

20032004
2,959

20042005
3,383

1.7%

2.1%

2.5%

2.7%

3.1%

3.6%

New versus Closed Charter Schools
School Year

20052006
3,689

20062007
3,999

20072008
4,299

20082009
4,640

20092010
4,919

20102011
5,275

20112012
5,619

20122013
6,004

3.9%

4.2%

4.4%

4.8%

5.0%

5.4%

5.8%

6.3%

Growth in
Number of
Charter Schools

No
data

9.2%

7.8%

7.5%

6.2%

7.2%

7.1%

6.7%

Number of New
Charter Schools
in Fall of
Academic Year

524

492

437

478

440

519

547

561

Number of
Charter Schools
Closed in
Academic Year

151

127

154

153

166

152

182

206

Percent of
Closed to All
Charter School
Changes in
Academic Year

22.4%

20.5%

26.1%

24.2%

27.4%

22.7%

25.0%

26.9%

Total Number
of Charters
Percent of
Charter Schools
to All Public
Schools
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Appendix D: Number and Percentage of Student Enrollments by Charter School,
2004-2005 through 2015-2016
Charter School

Number of Student
Enrollments
29

Percentage of Student
Enrollments
17%

Cyber #1

7

4%

Cyber #2

78

46%

Cyber #3

1

1%

Cyber #4

5

3%

Cyber #5

27

16%

Cyber #6

2

1%

Cyber #7

19

11%

Cyber #8

1

1%

Cyber #9

1

1%

Global Charter School
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Appendix E: Number and Percentage of Female Student Enrollments,
2004-2005 through 2015-2016
Enrollment From

Number of Student
Enrollments
36

Percentage of Student
Enrollments
51%

Homeschool

17

24%

Other Traditional Public
School

11

15%

Kindergarten Enrollment

4

6%

Religious School

3

4%

Ruralia School District
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Appendix F: Number and Percentage of Male Student Enrollments,
2004-2005 through 2015-2016
Enrollment From

Number of Student
Enrollments
53

Percentage of Student
Enrollments
65%

Homeschool

12

15%

Other Traditional Public
School

9

11%

Kindergarten Enrollment

5

6%

Religious School

1

1%

Juvenile Detention

1

1%

Ruralia School District
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Appendix G: Number and Percentage of Student Enrollment
Changes by Transfer to, 2004-2005 through 2015-2016
Enrollment From

Number of Student
Enrollments
57

Percentage of Student
Enrollments
54%

Other Traditional Public
School

22

21%

Homeschool

12

11%

Religious School

4

4%

Cyber #2

3

3%

Cyber #5

3

3%

Cyber #7

2

2%

Cyber #6

1

1%

Cyber #9

1

1%

Ruralia School District
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Appendix H: Number and Percentage of Students’ Situations in June, 2016
for Those Who Enrolled During the 2004-2005 through 2015-2016 School Years
Enrollment From

Number of Student
Enrollments
90

Percentage of Student
Enrollments
60%

Dropped Out

23

15%

Still Attend Charter

22

15%

Graduated (on time)

10

7%

Graduated (not on time)

6

4%

Transferred from Charter
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Appendix I: Invitation Letter to School District
Date
Board of Directors
Schuylkill Haven Area School District
501 East Main Street
Schuylkill Haven, PA 17972
Dear Board of Directors:
As you know, I am currently attending Temple University as a doctoral student in
the Educational Leadership Program. I am beginning my dissertation research in the
spring of 2016. The topic of my dissertation is “A Phenomenological Study of Charter
School Students in One Rural School District: Why They Go, What is the Nature of
Their Experiences, and Why Some Choose to Return.” The purpose of my study is to
explore why students choose to enroll in charter schools and understand the factors that
contribute to students returning to their local public schools after attending a cyber or
brick and mortar charter school.
I am seeking your approval for our district to participate in this qualitative
phenomenological study about charter schools. The study will require surveys to resident
students (and their parents/guardians if students are under the age of 18) who have/had
attended charter schools. Based on the surveys returned to me, I will contact survey
participants who have indicated their interest in taking part in interviews. I will audio
record the interviews and anticipate that they will each last approximately fifteen to thirty
minutes in length. Confidentiality of all participants and information shared will be
upheld through the use of pseudonyms to keep each individual’s identity anonymous. I
will be the only person who has access to the data, and study information will be coded
and kept in locked files at all times. Individual interview content will not be shared. I
may also need access to district documents including student grades, PSSA scores, and/or
discipline records.
Please let me know if you are willing to participate in this study. I believe this
study will contribute much to our understanding of school choice from students’ and
parents’ perspectives. Thank you for your time and consideration of my request.
Sincerely,

Sarah E. Yoder
Doctoral Candidate (Educational Leadership)
Temple University
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Appendix J: Invitation Letter to Participants and Parents/Guardians
Date
Dear Student and Parent/Guardian:
My name is Sarah Yoder, and I am currently the high school principal in the
Schuylkill Haven Area School District. I have worked in the fields of elementary and
secondary education since 1998 and have served as an Elementary Principal, Director of
Curriculum and Instruction, and High School Principal for the past seven years.
I am currently attending Temple University as a doctoral student in the
Educational Leadership Program. I am beginning my dissertation research in the spring
of 2016. The purpose of my research is to explore why students and their parents choose
to enroll in charter schools. I am also interested in understanding the factors that
contribute to students returning to their local public schools if they choose to do so.
Research has been performed with respect to charter schools, but the voices of all
decision makers have not been included within these studies.
I am seeking approval for the student(s) in your household who attends/attended a
charter school to participate in the enclosed survey with a parent/guardian. Additionally,
I would also like your permission to contact you for a follow up in-person conversation
with the student and parent because I am interested in understanding your perspectives.
We can meet at an agreed upon public place or your home for a short 15-30 minute
interview. Confidentiality of all participants and information shared will be upheld
through the use of pseudonyms to keep each individual’s identity anonymous. I will be
the only person who has access to the data, and study information will be coded and kept
in locked files at all times. Individual interview content will not be shared.
Please let me know if you are willing to participate in this study by returning the
enclosed survey. Knowing more about your perceptions concerning transferring to or
from a charter school will assist our district and community. Thank you for your time
and consideration of my request.
Sincerely,

Sarah E. Yoder
Doctoral Candidate (Educational Leadership)
Temple University
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Appendix K: Consent Form to Participate in Research

Title of research: A Phenomenological Study of Charter School Students in One
Rural School District: Why They Go, What Is the Nature of Their Experiences, and Why
Some Choose to Return (TEMP-4615)

Investigator and Department: Michael W Smith Ph.D., Associate Dean for
Graduate Programs

Why am I being invited to take part in this research?
In this form, “you” or “your” refers to your child. We invite you to take part in a
research study because you completed a survey about attending a cyber charter or
charter school and agreed to an additional interview.

What should I know about this research?
•
•
•
•
•
•

Someone will explain this research to you.
Whether or not you take part is up to you.
You can choose not to take part.
You can agree to take part and later change your mind.
Your decision will not be held against you.
You can ask all the questions you want before you decide.

Who can I talk to about this research?
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you,
contact the research team:
Principal Investigator - Michael W Smith Ph.D., Associate Dean for Graduate Programs
and Faculty Development; mwsmith@temple.edu
Student Investigator – Sarah E. Yoder, Doctoral Student at Temple University in the
Educational Leadership Program; tuc71332@temple.edu
237 Ritter Hall
1301 Cecil B. Moore Avenue
Philadelphia, PA 19122
(215) 204-6387
This research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review Board.
You may talk to them at (215) 707-3390 or e-mail them at: irb@temple.edu for any
of the following:
•
•
•
•

Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research
team.
You cannot reach the research team.
You want to talk to someone besides the research team.
You have questions about your rights as a research subject.
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•

You want to get information or provide input about this research.

Why is this research being done?
The purpose of this research is to explore why students and their parents choose to enroll
in charter schools and understand the factors that contribute to students returning to their
local public schools. Research has been performed with respect to charter schools, but
the voices of all decision makers have not been included within these studies. To obtain
further insight into this research, we would like to ask you to participate in this study by
taking part in a 15-30 minute interview. The interviews will be scheduled at a time that is
convenient for you.

How long will I be in this research?
We expect that you will be in this research for the time it takes you to participate in
a 15-30 interview.

How many people will be studied?
There will be approximately one hundred forty students and their
parents/guardians who will have the opportunity to take part in the research.

What happens if I agree to be in this research?
The research will be done in an interview format. The interview will be audiotaped and
transcribed at another time. The researcher will ask a series of questions that focus on
your decisions on transferring to and/or from a charter school as well as perspectives on
the education and services provided within the charter school. The researcher will
conduct the interview in person at a time that is convenient to the participant.

Will being in this research help me in any way?
We cannot promise any benefits to you or others from taking part in this research.
However, the results of the data collected and the recommendations from the researchers
will provide students’ perspectives on charter schools. This information will be useful to
students, families, educators, policymakers, and all stakeholders who desire to have the
greatest quality of education for students. Since the debate over charter schools has
failed to include students’ viewpoints, this study will provide the reader with the most
significant voices, those of the students.

What happens to the information collected for this research?
To the extent allowed by law, we limit the viewing of your personal information to
people who have to review it. We cannot promise complete secrecy. The IRB, Temple
University, and its affiliates, and other representatives of these organizations may inspect
and copy your information.

170
Signature Block for Child Subject
Your signature documents your permission for the child named below to take part in this
research.
Printed name of child
Signature of parent or individual legally authorized to
consent to the child’s general medical care

Date

Printed name of parent or individual legally authorized
to consent to the child’s general medical care
Signature of second parent

Date

Printed name of second parent
If signature of second parent not obtained, indicate why: (select one)
q The IRB determined that the permission of one
q Second parent is incompetent
parent is sufficient.
q Second parent is not reasonably available
q Second parent is deceased
q Only one parent has legal responsibility for
q Second parent is unknown
the care and custody of the child

Signature of person obtaining consent

Date

Assent

Signature of person obtaining consent
q Obtained
q Not obtained because the capability of the child is so limited that the child cannot reasonably be
consulted.
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Appendix L: Participant Survey
This survey is based on the letter you have received to be a part of a research study.
1) Student Name
2) Student Date of Birth
3) If applicable, parent/guardian name who is giving permission for the student
under the age of 18 to participate:
4) If applicable, where did you receive education before attending a cyber charter
or charter school(s)?
5) How did the student and/or parent find out about the school?
_____ Billboard

_____ Friend

_____ Family

_____ Internet

_____ Newspaper

______ Television

_____ Other: _______________________

6) Who made the decision to enroll in a charter school?
_____ Primarily parent
decision

_____ Primarily student

_____ Collaborative

7) What factors were included in the decision?
_____ Atmosphere

______ Class size

_____ Convenience

_____ Discipline

_____ Educational quality

_____ Extra-curricular activities

_____ Family

_____ Location

_____ Mission

_____ Friends/Peers
_____ Safety

Other: _________________________________________________________________
8) What services and/or activities do/did you experience within the charter school?
_____ Career counseling

_____ Clubs

_____ Field trips

_____ Gifted education

_____ Guidance counseling _____ Remedial support

_____ Social work

_____ Special education

_____ Sports

172
_____ Other: ___________________________________________________________
9) If applicable, what influenced your decision to withdraw from the cyber or charter
school?
_____ Atmosphere

______ Class size

_____ Convenience

_____ Discipline

_____ Educational quality

_____ Friends/Peers

_____ Extra-curricular activities

_____ Family

_____ Safety

_____ Location

_____ Mission

Other: _______________________________________________________________
10) If applicable, where did you receive education after attending the charter
school?
11) Would you be interested in a follow-up confidential interview?
12) If applicable, please provide your phone number or email in order to set up an
interview.
13) Demographics - Please indicate your gender.

____ Male

_____ Female

14) Demographics - Please indicate your ethnicity.
_____ Latino or Hispanic

_____ Not Latino or Hispanic

15) Demographics - Please indicate your race.
_____ Asian _____ Black or African American

_____ American Indian

_____ Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander

_____ White

16) Demographics - Please indicate if any of the following are applicable.
_____ Special Education (has/had an IEP) _____ Gifted Education (has/had a GIEP)
_____ Has/had a 504
_____ Economically disadvantaged (qualify/qualified for Free/Reduced lunch)
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Appendix M: Number and Percentage of Students’ Schooling Status Prior
to Enrolling in Global Charter School, 2011-2012 through 2015-2016
Enrollment From

Number of Student
Enrollments
18

Percentage of Student
Enrollments
64%

Other Traditional Public
School

4

14%

Kindergarten Enrollment

3

11%

Religious School

2

7%

Homeschool

1

4%

Ruralia School District
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Appendix N: Number and Percentage of Students’ Schooling Status, after
Withdrawal from Global Charter School or End of 2015-2016 School Year
Enrollment From

Number of Student
Enrollments
57

Percentage of Student
Enrollments
54%

Other Traditional Public
School

22

21%

Homeschool

12

11%

Religious School

4

4%

Cyber #2

3

3%

Cyber #5

3

3%

Cyber #7

2

2%

Cyber #6

1

1%

Cyber #9

1

1%

Ruralia School District
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Appendix O: Survey Data – Decision to Enroll
Participant
Tracey
Mrs. Beech

Became aware of
Internet
Internet

Decision to
enroll
Collaborative
Collaborative

Laura
Jason
Carl

Mom was a substitute
teacher there.
Internet
Family

Primarily parent
Collaborative
Collaborative

Ben
David
Tara
Kevin
Kim
Mike
Adam
Trevor
Evan
Hillary

Family (Mom's friend's
child went there)
Internet
Internet
Newspaper
Family
Family and Internet
Family (cousin)
Friend
Family (parents)
Family (parents)

Collaborative
Collaborative
Collaborative
Collaborative
Collaborative
Collaborative
Collaborative
Collaborative
Primarily parent
Primarily parent

Kelly
Dottie
Kara
Garrett
Chris
Bryce

Family
Family
Family (sister)
Family
Friend
Internet

Collaborative
Collaborative
Primarily parent
Collaborative
Collaborative
Collaborative

Gabriella
Addison
Nora
Emmett

Internet and past
experience
Newspaper
Family
Radio commercial

Collaborative
Primarily parent
Collaborative
Primarily parent
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Appendix P: Survey Data – Factors for Enrollment
Participant
Tracey
Mrs. Beech
Laura
Jason

Factors used in decision to enroll in charter school
Atmosphere
Class size
Convenience
Location
Atmosphere
Class size
Safety
Atmosphere
Family

Carl

Atmosphere

Ben

Class size

Adam
Trevor
Evan
Hillary

Discipline
(Behavior)
Convenience
Atmosphere
Atmosphere
Convenience
Try something
new
Atmosphere
Family
Family

Kelly
Dottie
Kara

Atmosphere
Atmosphere
Class size

David
Tara
Kevin
Kim
Mike

Class size

Class size
Educational
quality (outside
field studies)

Educational
quality

Discipline

Educational
quality

Family

Family

Food
Allergies

Friends/ Peers
Friends/ Peers

Class size

Class size
Convenience

Educational
quality
Safety

Discipline

Educational
quality

Friends/ Peers
Friends/ Peers

Location
Location

Garrett

Class size

Chris
Bryce
Gabriella
Addison

Medical
condition
Atmosphere
Atmosphere
No cost

Nora

Convenience

Educational
quality

Emmett

Atmosphere

Discipline

Educational
quality

Family
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Appendix Q: Survey Data – Services

Participant
Tracey
Mrs.
Beech
Laura
Jason
Carl

What services do/did you experience within the
charter school?
Career
counseling
available
Clubs
available
None
None

Tara
Kevin
Kim
Mike
Adam

Basketball
Club
None
Career
counseling
available
None
None
None
None

Trevor
Evan
Hillary

Remedial
Support
None
None

Kelly
Dottie

Career
counseling
available
None

Ben
David

Kara
Garrett
Chris
Bryce
Gabriella

Special
Education
Career
counseling
available
Field Trips
available
Field Trips
available
None

Clubs
available

Field trips
available

Guidance
counseling

Field Trips
available

Guidance
counseling

Guidance
counseling

Special
Education

Clubs
available

Special
Education
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Addison
Nora
Emmett

Career
counseling
Gifted
education
Field trips
available

Clubs
available

Field trips
available

179
Appendix R: Survey Data – Factors for Transfer

Participant
Tracey
Mrs.
Beech
Laura
Jason
Carl
Ben
David
Tara
Kevin
Kim

What influenced your decision to withdraw from the cyber or
charter school?
NA
NA
Educational
quality

Discipline
Friends/ Peers
Friends/ Peers
Educational quality
Educational quality
Medical
Atmosphere
Discipline
Family

Discipline
Friends/ Peers

Safety

Lack of Rigor
for Gifted
student

Safety
Educational
quality

Extra-curricular
activities

Mike
Adam
Trevor

Atmosphere
Atmosphere
NA

Evan
Hillary

Discipline
Discipline

Kelly
Dottie
Kara
Garrett
Chris

NA
NA
Educational quality
Extra-curricular
Discipline
activities
NA

Bryce

Discipline-problem being able to
do work completely online

SHAHS offered education part
in the building and part online

Gabriella
Addison
Nora

Discipline-problem being able to
do work completely online
Educational quality
NA

SHAHS offered education part
in the building and part online

Emmett

Extra-curricular activities

Educational quality
Educational quality

Friends/
Peers
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Appendix S: Interview Data – Code Count and Average Weight
Parent Code
Advertising
Atmosphere
Changed Perceptions
Class size
Discipline
Educational Quality
Extra-curricular activities
Facilities
Family
Convenience
Friends/peers
Location
Religion
Safety
Too young to remember
Try it

Code
Count
21
34
34
26
25
138
34
33
62
15
32
30
3
29
5
13

Mean Weight of
Code (0-2)
0.7
1.3
2
1.3
1.2
1.8
1
1.8
1.7
1.9
1.2
1.4
2
1.4
2
2

