
6/7/22, 11:29 AM POLITICO Pro | Article | Online learning here to stay, and regulators are trying to keep up

https://subscriber.politicopro.com/article/2022/06/online-learning-here-to-stay-and-regulators-are-trying-to-keep-up-00037623 1/5

Online learning here to stay, and regulators are
trying to keep up

At least 18 states have proposed and implemented policies that make
it easier to access flexible learning options since 2020, according to an
analysis by a nonprofit tracking education programs and policy.
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Families in search of different education options after the pandemic’s disruption of in-
person classes are fueling a new wave of the school choice movement — and calls for
stricter oversight of online learning.
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Doral Academy Red Rock Elementary School fourth grader Reaghan Keeler, 9, attends an online reading class in her
bedroom on her first day of distance learning amid the spread of the coronavirus on August 24, 2020 in Las Vegas,
Nevada.| Ethan Miller/Getty Images
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In Ohio, students learning virtually accounted for roughly 30 percent of the overall
charter school enrollment during the 2020-2021 school year, an uptick of 10,693
students since 2019. Oregon’s largest school district is spending $7 million of federal
American Rescue Plan funds into its online program, and Wisconsin opened 10 virtual
charter schools in the past two years.

The push for options beyond the traditional public school setting isn’t new, but the
pandemic ignited a sense of urgency as schools struggled to reach students. Now, as
remote options grow, so does a renewed interest among lawmakers and school leaders to
improve the quality and accountability of online schools.

“High quality educational opportunities, including virtual school options are vital for all
kids,” said Karega Rausch, president and CEO of the National Association of Charter
School Authorizers. “Unfortunately, right, the track record of full time virtual schools has
not been strong.”

Public school enrollment overall saw a 3 percent drop between the 2019-20 and 2020-21
school years, according to data from the National Center for Education Statistics, but for
virtual and in-person charter schools, enrollment has increased. For some school
districts, the public school enrollment dip has led them to continue or expand learning
options. And, notably, virtual school enrollment across the country has increased each
year since 2013, except 2016.

But a report from the Government Accountability Office released earlier this year found
that students at virtual charter schools had lower performance than those at brick-and-
mortar schools — math proficiency, for example, in virtual charter schools was 25
percent lower than those attending class in person. The report laid out several
recommendations, including examining why fewer students were sitting for standardized
tests, taking steps to help states collect comparable attendance data to traditional schools
and determining what factors cause states to misreport or underreport information on
charter school management organizations.

https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/About/Annual-Reports/20-21-Community-Schools.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US
https://nces.ed.gov/whatsnew/press_releases/06_28_2021.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d21/tables/dt21_216.20.asp
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-104444
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Sen. Sherrod Brown (D-Ohio), along with HELP Committee Chair Patty Murray (D-
Wash.), requested that the GAO investigate virtual charter schools in 2018, which led to
the release of the agency’s 2022 report. Brown has asked the department to implement
the agency’s recommendations. In a statement, Murray said GAO findings on
performance were “unacceptable.”

At least 18 states have proposed and implemented policies that make it easier to access
flexible learning options since 2020, according to an analysis by Bellwether Education, a
nonprofit that evaluates education programs and policy. Many of the policies have
sought to increase access to different options like charter, private and homeschooling by
expanding scholarships and eligibility criteria.

For instance, in Florida, the Family Empowerment Scholarship for Students with Unique
Abilities, which goes into effect July 1, gives students with disabilities access to education
options by providing a personal education savings account to pay for education expenses
like online learning, private school or tutoring.

Juliet Squire, a policy analyst at Bellwether focused on school choice and flexible
learning options, said she’s seen the narrative around school choice shift away from the
school and toward the learning environment.

“There's still this sliver of parents or families who [experienced] something in the
pandemic — whether it's a learning pod, whether it's hybrid schooling, whether it's a
micro school — and they have found something that they like, and they want to keep it
going,” Squire said.

About 33 percent of schools offered remote learning and 9 percent offered hybrid
learning in April 2022, according to an NCES survey. Online school providers include
virtual charter schools and online programs through a single school district, multiple
districts or the state.

And as this growth has taken place, states like California adopted new standards and
guidance in May 2021 for virtual learning and technology, both remotely and in the
classroom, at the direction of the Assembly.

According to the GAO, the status of their recommendations remain open. In a letter to
the GAO, Mark Washington, deputy assistant secretary at the Education Department’s
Office of Elementary and Secondary Education, said that the department agrees with the
three recommendations.

An Education Department spokesperson said in a statement to POLITICO that the
department is "developing and will implement a corrective action plan" for the
recommendations "that is consistent with our authority and available resources."

https://cd.politicopro.com/member/51301
https://cd.politicopro.com/member/51219
https://www.brown.senate.gov/newsroom/press/release/brown-murray-release-gao-report-highlighting-problems-for-profit-virtual-charter-schools
https://www.brown.senate.gov/newsroom/press/release/brown-murray-release-gao-report-highlighting-problems-for-profit-virtual-charter-schools
https://bellwethereducation.org/publication/expanding-educational-options-emergent-policy-trends
https://www.fldoe.org/schools/school-choice/k-12-scholarship-programs/fes/
https://ies.ed.gov/schoolsurvey/spp/#tab-1
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/cr/dl/documents/dlintegrationstdsguide.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-22-104444.pdf
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"The department supports high-quality public charter schools and will continue to work
with states and school communities to ensure all students have access to a high-quality
education," a department spokesperson said.

Rausch said he’s “glad” the GAO report is focused on improving the quality of virtual
charter schools and believes the recommendations are positive steps for improving
schools.

Comprehensive data collection, such as attendance and participation in state exams that
are comparable to data collection at traditional public schools, can determine how well a
charter school is performing and if it meets the needs of students, Rausch said.

States determine who can be a charter school authorizer and in turn authorizers set
standards for virtual charter schools, how data is collected and if a school remains open.
But it’s the Education Department, Rausch said, that should provide “effective practices”
for states to follow to ensure standards for attendance and data collection.

Nationally, charter school enrollment increased by 7 percent in the 2020-21 school year,
according to a report by National Alliance for Public Charter Schools. Oklahoma, Utah
and Pennsylvania virtual charter schools contributed to the boost. In states like Ohio,
Oregon and Virginia, some districts are continuing or expanding online learning options
they started during the pandemic at least for the 2022-2023 school year.

The enrollment data shows that “there is a clear demand for more of these special unique
public schools and policies should follow the lead of the people who put these
policymakers into office,” said Debbie Veney, co-author of the National Alliance for
Public Charter Schools report and senior vice president of communications and
marketing.

Dan Domenech, executive director of AASA, The School Superintendents Association,
said virtual learning got a bad reputation during the pandemic. He said districts should
continue to leverage remote learning in case Covid-19 levels rise again, supplementing
in-person learning, and also for students who benefit from “learning what they need to
be learning at their own pace at any given time.”

He added that states shunning remote options where education has been “colored by
politics” are “putting a stop sign for the opportunity to take advantage of remote learning
and technology to help kids not only catch up, but even expand.”

States and school districts across the country are investing money into online learning
and growing the programs they started during the pandemic — signaling that virtual
learning, in some capacity, is here to stay.

https://www.publiccharters.org/our-work/publications/voting-their-feet-state-level-analysis-public-charter-school-and-district
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In Pennsylvania, several counties were awarded “schools-to-work” grants that would
fund online programs that would give students career training and college credits in the
2022-2023 school year.

At Portland Public Schools in Oregon, the district plans on growing its online learning
option by using more than $7 million from Elementary and Secondary School Emergency
Relief funds from the American Rescue Plan. Likewise, Loudoun County Public Schools
in Virginia, allocated $2.8 million of ESSER funds to continue their online school.

In Ohio at Columbus City Schools, the district sees its online school as an opportunity to
provide a “flexible, personalized learning,” according to Kenton Lee, executive director of
accelerated and extended learning at Columbus City Schools.

“We had conversations, very serious conversations: How do we continue the digital
academy? Do we go back to the way things were pre-pandemic?” Lee said. “If you look at
school districts around the country, I think everybody's kind of an overwhelming no on
that. They're using the pandemic as an opportunity to really transform education.”
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