Parent Perceptions Regarding their Exceptional Child’s Experience in

Cyber/Virtual School

by

John Mozzocio

Submitted in Partial Fulfilment of the Requirements

for the Degree of

Doctor of Education

in the

Educational Leadership

Program

YOUNGSTOWN STATE UNIVERSITY

August 2021



Table of Contents
Approval Page

Abstract

Dedication
Acknowledgement
CHAPTER 1 - Introduction

Research Background

Aim and Objectives:

Research Questions:
Significance of the study:
Important terms and definitions
Charter School

Students with Disabilities or Students with special needs (SEN)

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)
Cyber/online/virtual school
Personalized education

Bullying/ Harassment

Summary of the chapters

CHAPTER 2 - Literature Review

History of School Choice

Early History

Legal cases of School Choice

The Impact of school choice reforms
System of School Choice

Summary

Creation of Cyber Charter Schools
Definitions

Objective of Charter Schools

Role of Parents and Teachers

Parents-teachers collaboration in Cyber Charter Schools

Challenges in Cyber charter School

Perceptions about Cyber Charter Schools

Summary of the section

Parents' perspectives

Virtual schools: Potential advantages and disadvantages

O 0 0 39 O »n

10
10
13
13

13
13
13
14
14
16
16
16
21
23
24
25
26
26
27
28
30
33
33
36
37
38



Bullying and Harassment 42
Summary of the Chapter 48
CHAPTER 3- Research Methodology 50
Research Methodology: 50
Design 50
Participants 51
Setting 51
Instrumentation 52
Procedures 54
Proposed Data Analysis 55
CHAPTER 4- Results 57
Research Question #1 67
Research Question #2 68
Research Question #3 69
Research Question #4 70
Parent Interview Themes 71
Summary 75
CHAPTER 5- Discussion 77
Question 1 78
Question 2 79
Question 3 81
Question 4 81
Limitations 82
Future Research 83
Conclusions 83
REFERENCES 86
APPENDICES 94
Appendix A 94

Appendix B 102



Parent Perceptions Regarding their Child’s Experience at PA Cyber Schools

John Mozzocio

I hereby release this dissertation to the public. I understand that this dissertation will
be made available from the OhioLINK ETD Center and the Maag Library Circulation
Desk for public access. I also authorize the University or other individuals to make

copies of this thesis as needed for scholarly research.

Signature:

John Mozzocio, Student

Approvals

Dr. Karen H. Larwin, Dissertation Chair

Dr. Patrick T. Spearman, Committee Member

Dr. Carrie R. Jackson, Committee Member

Dr. Matthew J. Erickson, Committee Member

Dr. Salvatore A. Sanders, Dean of Graduate Studies



Abstract

Cyber schools are full-time K-12 public schools that combine traditional and online
learning practices. They are called cyber schools because digital technology plays a
crucial role in the learning process. The present research paper is a thorough review of
virtual/cyber schools for children with disabilities. The review is from different
objectives and perspectives such as parents’ perspectives, participation, and role,
students’ perspectives, legal perspectives, bullying of and by the children with
disabilities, and the status of cyber charter school during COVID-19. The analysis
indicates that though cyber schools are under scrutiny for their performance, they
have become the preferred option of the parents and students due to it’s flexibility,

safe learning environment and personalized teaching pedagogy.

Keywords: PA Cyber Charter Schools, Parents’ perspectives, Bullying,

performance, COVID-19.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Cyber charter schools are the school of choice as it facilitates more options
and opportunities for families. Parents perceive it as a more flexible option than the
traditional school patterns. The charter schools that use online classrooms or the
blended learning environment are known as the cyber charter school in which the
instructions are given online. Cyber charter schools are approved by the state and
government bodies. The virtual model of education is practiced in three different
ways: independent, asynchronous, and synchronous. Some of the benefits of cyber
charter schools include high-quality interactive learning, allowing educational choice

to the children, improving their learning outcomes, and personalized teaching.

It has always been challenging for teachers and parents to teach students with
disabilities and special needs. Special Education Need (SEN) is associated with
students with learning disabilities, both physical and psychological. They suffer from
behavioral, emotional and communication disorders, and some of them have learning
deficiencies. Such students need special attention to minimize their distractions and
enhance their engagement in learning. Different learning styles are suitable for the

kids with learning and thinking differences or any disorder.

Families use Cyber charter schools mainly because they are the school of
choice. According to Parham (2020), charter schools and special education align with
their goals, serving the needs of a specific group of students with the personalized
educational model. Special education in the United States has been regulated by
federal, state and local laws. Under special education law, it is mandatory for the

public schools to adapt to the child and not force the child to adapt to school. Under



the Individual with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), public schools cannot reject
any students according to the 'zero reject' policy. It is mandatory to evaluate the
students with disabilities in a non-discriminatory manner. The students in the charter
schools must be guaranteed a free and appropriate public education (FAPE). Parents'
role in the education process is very crucial. Students must be served in the least
restrictive environment. Parents have the right to raise a complaint if they do not feel
satisfied with the education. The National Center for Education Statistics (2020) has

given the percentage of children with different kinds of disabilities. This percentage is

as follows:

Disability Category Percentage of Children
Specific Learning Disability 33%
Speech or Language Impairment 19%
Other health impairment 15%
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) 11%
Developmental Delay 7%
Intellectual Disability 6%
Emotional Disturbance 5%
Multiple disabilities 2%
Hearing impairment 1%
Orthopedic impairment 1%

The researcher is faced with many challenges regarding the programs
overseen, one of which is ensuring a Free Appropriate Public Education for all
students while optimizing services provided as well as budgetary fiscal responsibility.
During the yearly budget process the researcher looks for ways to educate students in
their neighborhood schools while minimizing costs to the district. This creates a
win-win situation as students are educated with their non-disabled peers and the
district is able to save money from sending students to out of district placements. A
huge emphasis is placed on recruiting students who have left the district to cyber

programs. The cost for a special needs student to attend is approximately $24,000
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dollars which is much more than the per pupil expenditure. This trend has piqued the
researchers' curiosity on school choice and cyber programming. The researcher
would like to garner further understanding of parents' perceptions of virtual and cyber
schooling. In light of the Covid pandemic all special education students and parents
were able to experience virtual education. Should the district continue to lose
students to cyber programs the state funding will see further decreases straining the

administration to fund appropriate programs and offer FAPE to all students.

Aim and Objectives:
The research aims at reviewing the cyber/virtual schools in the state of Pennsylvania.

Under this aim, the present paper is based on the following objectives:

1. To focus on the history of school choice

2. To discuss the creation of cyber charter schools.

3. To review the parent's role and perception towards various issues, including
educational pattern, bullying.

4. To review the New Castle Area School District in Pennsylvania as a case
study while handling children with special needs.

5. To review the effectiveness of virtual education to the parents and the students

6. To review virtual/cyber schools on the background of COVID-19

Research Questions:

The following research is based on the following research questions

How effective are virtual/cyber schools for children with disabilities?

What are the roles of the parents and teachers in virtual/cyber schools?
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Are virtual/cyber schools better options for children with disabilities?

What is the situation of virtual/cyber schools during the recent pandemic?

Significance of the study:

In the case study chapter, we will be discussing the case study of Pennsylvania
virtual/cyber schools. There are contradictory opinions about cyber charter schools.
According to some researchers and scholars, cyber schools are effective in educating
students with disabilities and special needs. On the contrary, some of the researchers
are against cyber charter schools. According to them, it hampers the academic
progress of the child. According to the Pennsylvania Department of Education School
Performance, cyber school children are the lowest in their performance. Following is

the statistics presented (Green, 2014)

Moving Towards Success

60

40

Average SPP Score

All schools High-poverty TPS High-poverty CS All Cyber Charters

Fig. 1: Source: Pennsylvania Department of Education School Performance

Profile in Greene (2014)
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The score of all cyber charter schools was 48.9% below the average of the
brick-and-mortar schools in Pennsylvania. Not a single cyber charter school can show
an SPP of 70 or higher than that. That is why the department is reviewing the new
cyber school applications and thinking about whether to grant permission for more
cyber charter schools. However, the enrollment in cyber school in the same year

(2014) was showing consistent growth. (see fig. 2)
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In the last year (2020), more than 14000 new students enrolled in PA cyber schools.
The enrollment rose during the pandemic. Therefore, it is necessary to check whether
there is any positive correlation between pandemic situations and the new trend of

parents and teachers preferring cyber schools.

It is important to know the current status of PA cyber-charter schools, the legal
aspects involved in them and the reasons behind their popularity. The study is also
significant, especially on the background of the recent pandemic. Cyber charter

schools have already adopted online teaching and learning methods. It can be
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assumed that these schools have a sophisticated and state-of-the-art setup to serve
the children and engage them in the virtual world.

It is also important to know whether cyber charter schools will answer the parents
of children with special needs, especially while dealing with bullying. It is

because students with disabilities tend to be the victims of bullying.

Important terms and definitions

Charter School
Charter School is the school that is funded by the government; however, they operate
independently of the established school system of the state in which the cyber school

1S situated.

Students with Disabilities or Students with special needs (SEN)
SEN is the students or learners who have some physical disabilities (hearing
impairment, orthopedic issues etc.), emotional and behavioral problems and need

extra efforts and special attention to make them academically competent.

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)
ASD is a disorder that adversely affects the nervous system, and as a result, the
cognitive, emotional, social and behavioral health of the person are affected. Children
with ASD have a common problem with skills relating to communication. They also

face difficulty in social interaction.

Cyber/online/virtual school
Cyber school can also be called an online, virtual or e-school in which the internet and

digital technology are widely used to teach the students.
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Personalized education
Personalized learning is an educational approach in which the learning structure is
customized and designed to meet the needs, skills and interests of the students. It is a
student-centric approach, and each student feels that he has been considered and

regarded individually.

Bullying/ Harassment
Bullying or harassment is unlawful and harmful conduct that insults or offends the

person. In the cyber setting bullying takes form as taunting, teasing, threatening.

Summary of the Chapters

The present research aims at reviewing the PA cyber schools thoroughly. In
the first chapter (Introduction), the topic was introduced with the keywords cyber
charter schools and the students with disabilities. The researcher designed aims and
objectives, and accordingly, the research questions were designed. It is important to
explain the importance of the study. With this view, the significance is analyzed in
detail. There are some new jargon and concepts. The definitions of the concept have

also been incorporated in the present chapter.

The second chapter is Literature Review. The chapter is divided into three
sections. In the first section, the history of the school choice movement is reviewed.
Cyber Charter Schools stem from the history of school choice in America. The school
choice movement that emerged in the 1950s was reviewed with the help of previous
studies. In the same section, the Supreme Court's decisions, legal cases, and various
educational laws are also discussed and reviewed. The review was taken from the

1950s to the present. The system of school choice is defined and discussed.
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The second section of the literature review focused on the creation of the
cyber charter school. The term is defined by various scholars. The purposes of cyber
charter schools are also discussed. The backbone of cyber charter schools is the
collaboration and fine-tuning between parents and teachers. The previous studies have
focused on this issue. These studies were reviewed to have a deeper insight into this

collaboration.

The third section was on the parents’ and students’ perspectives on cyber
charter schools and the bullying and harassment of and by the children with
disabilities. Some key studies were referred to review the parents’ and teachers’

opinions about cyber school and their past experiences about the old schools.

The third chapter is the research methodology in which the research
philosophy, types and approach of the research is mentioned. Some ethical issues have
also been discussed. The fourth chapter will discuss the data analysis and results of
the study. The fifth chapter will provide a summary and conclusion of the study.

Limitations and future research will be reviewed.
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Chapter 2

Literature Review

History of School Choice

The school choice movement in the United States has its roots in democracy,
autonomy, and freedom of choice legislation. It was one of the historic reforms in the
educational sector. The period between the 1950s and 60s was crucial in the
emergence and establishment of the school choice movement. The historic Brown v.
Board Education decision in 1954 was the responsible factor behind the school
choice movement that increased the diverse opportunities in K-12 education. There
were two opposite viewpoints seen among the scholars and educationalists. For
example, Friedman (1962) perceived that schools should be considered from
business perspectives. As the competition among businesses in the marketplace,
there should be competition among schools to facilitate an efficient school system.
To sustain in the competitive environment, the school should focus on maximizing
the students' overall performance. Friedman (1962) also suggested that the
underperforming schools should be forced to shut down, and the mediocre schools
would be forced to improve their performance. Friedman thus perceives school as a
business entity, schooling as a service, and children as both product and customers.
The educational sector is thus seen through a political and economic lens in those
days. Friedman's thought is excessively practical and rational, and no consideration
of the children's academic and psychological development is there. Education is a
service rather than a mere business. However, capitalist thoughts seldom think of the

social and ethical aspects of the school choice movement.
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Unlike the capitalist ideas of Friedman, the modern school choice movement
supporters postulated the socialist or liberal ideas. According to these scholars, the
school of choice is needed to promote children's educational opportunities from
deprived communities (e.g., poor children and children of color). Such liberal
viewpoints were aligned to the transition period of American society during the Civil
Rights Movement. The Northern civil rights activists boycotted the racially
segregated schools in Boston, Chicago, and other such places. The alternative schools

were set up with some key objectives such as

(1) to raise academic achievement for the black children

(2) to dramatize the inadequacy of the existing public schools, and

(3) to develop racial pride by teaching subjects that organizers believed the traditional

curriculum ignored (Forman, 2005).

It was not mandatory for the teachers to have the necessary credentials. The teachers
perceived the education in a broader outlook. It was rather a matter of justice against

racial discrimination.

Among them was Nonviolent High School in McComb, Mississippi,
established in 1961 by the northern civil rights workers committee, Student
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). It was the response to the
discriminatory treatment given to the black children in southern high school.
Considering the Mississippi education system's loopholes, the schools for black
children were established (Forman, 2005). The objectives of the school were to impart

the same education that the European white students received to black students.

Along with science, the students were taught languages and art. This provides

them opportunities to develop their critical thinking, which according to the
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reformists, were essential for the development of the black students. The schools
adopted the student-centric approach that would help the children gain a quality
education. Freedom school was the concept that came from the SNCC worker Charlie
Cobb, who depicted black classrooms in Mississippi as "autocratic and intellectually
stultifying places that emphasized rote memorization and discouraged critical
thinking”. The school freedom process was started during the 1960s. It was described

by Carawan and Carawan (2007, 148) as follows:

The men (and some of us when we have time) work on the building up
to 10 hours a day with a 100 [degree] sun beating down and the
humidity so high one's clothing becomes soaking wet after only a few
minutes work. The building is guarded at night because these people,
after having had their homes shot into and having a couple of crosses
burned in the middle of their community during the last few months, do

not intend to have all their hard work go up in flames right away.

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act came into effect in 1965. The
free school concept also emerged in the same period. The free schools stemmed from
the liberal approach and response to the capitalist approach. The founders of the
free-schools were active participants in the Civil Rights movement. The free schools
were founded to keep them aside from the traditional (racial segregation) system. The
founders of the schools strongly believed that free schools would fulfill the
community's needs (Miller, 2002). The free schools, according to Forman (2005) were
the early charter schools. The organizers collaborated with the philanthropists and the
universities to gain financial support. There was a difference between Mississippi
Freedom Schools and free schools, which is the difference in curriculum, which was

race-based. White free schools encouraged their students to cherish their interests and
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to express themselves. But the black free schools were structured with no opportunity
for self-expression. The traditional method of teaching-learning was followed in

Black free schools.

During the 1970s, after the Civil Rights Movement, a new concept emerged in
the school system. It was known as Magnet Schools, evolved from the Civil Rights
Movement (Mondale & Patton, 2001). Magnet schools are public schools with
specialized courses or curriculum. “Magnet” refers to how the schools draw students
from across the normal boundaries defined by school zones. Like magnet schools,
controlled school choice also emerged in the same period. These schools provided
opportunities to the parents to choose schools. This reform also helped to keep racial
and ethnic balance in schools. The efforts for ethnic balance were taken through
legislative means. The efforts were also made to keep the school diverse with the

presence of students from diverse racial backgrounds.

During the 1980s, the school choice program further expanded. The national
school reform also helped to set new goals for the school. Much work was done on
curriculum, school management and further expansion of school choices (Levin
1998). Mondale and Patton (2001) also focused on the trend of business leaders'
involvement in the school reformation in the same period. It was essential to keep the
nation best in the competition of excellence with the leading countries of the world. It
was the perception of the business leaders that there should be a connectedness
between academia and industry. The industry people wanted the schools to shape and
mold the students for fulfilling the corporate needs. The corporate, public and
educational leaders were included to share their perspectives regarding the
educational reform and quality enhancement. The main role of these stakeholders was

to assess the quality of education imparted in schools, colleges and universities by
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comparing it with the educational quality of the other countries (National Commission
on Excellence in Education, 1983). A Nation at Risk report spurred educational
reform in 1983 and contributed to the ever-growing assertion that American schools
were failing. The commission noted that the Federal government plays an essential
role in helping meet the needs of key groups of students such as the gifted and
talented, the socioeconomically disadvantaged, minority and language minority
students, and the handicapped. The commission also noted that the Federal
government also must help ensure compliance with constitutional and civil rights, and

provide student financial assistance and research and graduate training.

Thus, it was a time when the education in America started thinking beyond
racial segregation. It was a wider thought that goes beyond racial debates, and it was a
reform in a sense. Several recommendations are suggested, such as maintaining high
standards and quality in education, testing the students, offering parents a choice and
allowing schools to get into the competition for attracting students (Junge, 2014). The
corporate model of competition and parental choice became widespread and popular

rapidly.

The nation's first voucher program started in the 1990s. It was called the
Milwaukee Parental Choice Program. The legislation allowed low-income students to
enroll in nonsectarian private schools at taxpayers' expense (Levin, 1998). The
then-president George Bush appreciated the program and granted a $1000 scholarship
to students from low-income groups. The Cleveland Scholarship and Tutoring
Program was initiated in 1995 by the Ohio legislature. In the late 1990s, many options
were opened in school choice. They include contract schools, vouchers and
scholarships, tax credits and deductions, magnet schools, and intra- and inter-district

public school choices (Finn, 2005).


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intellectual_giftedness
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intellectual_giftedness
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With the emergence of the 21st century, the school choice options continued to
grow and gained substantial political support. Kane and Wilson (2006) focus on the
political efforts in the school reformation process. The political leaders, including
President George Bush to improve schools by adopting innovative approaches. In
2002, the No Child Left Behind Act was outlined that further supported the school
choice. It was decided that the schools that failed to maintain quality and
innovativeness must offer their students to transfer their admission to another school
in the district. The school performance and quality were strictly monitored, and the
schools were given six years to show their performance. After six years, if their
performance was not satisfactory, they had to report the school as a charter school or
allow any private management company to control and operate the school (Kane &
Wilson, 2006). During the Obama government, the reform plan was further continued.
The low-performing schools would remove the school administration and teaching

staff and turn the school into charter school operators (Duncan, 2009).

Legal cases of School Choice

History of Brown v. Board decision

For understanding the history of school choice, it is essential to know the
historical background of the Brown v. Board decision that laid the foundation of
school choice. The decision was a milestone when the Supreme Court ruled that
segregating children on a racial basis is unconstitutional. The decision was a step
ahead towards racial segregation prevalent in America since the nation's foundation.
Supreme court justice Earl Warren delivered the ruling in the case of Brown v. Board

of Education of Topeka, Kansas. While explaining why segregation is
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unconstitutional, the court stated that it was a violation of the 14®™ Amendment, which

says (Nelson, 1998),

No State shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge

the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States; nor
shall any State deprive any person of life, liberty, or property,
without due process of law, nor deny to any person within

its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws.

This decision was the end of the "separate but equal" precedent of the
Supreme Court set 60 years prior in the Plessy v. Fergusson decision. The Brown v.
Board decision further motivated the civil rights movement. In the subsequent year,
the Supreme Court judge read the court's unanimous decision known as Brown II.
The Supreme Court instructed the states to start with the desegregation policy

immediately.

The Supreme Court's decision was highly criticized by some scholars, stating
that the decision was made by relying heavily on the information procured from
social scientists. The established laws were disregarded while making such a
decision. According to legal scholars, the decision means creating new law by

surpassing the constitutional power.

The decision was welcomed and supported by the minority groups. However,
there was no specific direction the Supreme Court had mentioned. According to the
decision proponents, the Supreme Court had not surpassed its power but used it

appropriately.

Bolling v. Sharpe
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Bolling v Sharpe case objected the racial segregation in the public schools of
Columbia district. The petitioners in the case were the African American students
who complained that they witnessed racial segregation. The lead plaintiff was the
African American boy Spottswood Bolling, who was keen to attend all-white Sousa
Middle School. These students were refused admission in the public school attended
by the Whites. This refusal was purely out of the racist attitude of the school
administration. The issue was that racial segregation in school violates the fifth
amendment. When the case was on board, the school was dominated by White
children. Today, the school has zero white students. It concerns them to think
whether desegregation is implemented in the school. Desegregation means the
presence of students from diverse races and ethnicities. In the absence of white
students, it cannot be concluded that the school becomes neutral. The Sousa students

have the opportunity to choose school options.

The Impact of School Choice Reforms

Several scholars in their research have focused on the impact of school
choices. The school choice program allows the traditional school to improve its
quality. Miron, Evergreen, and Urschel (2008), in their policy, focus on school choice
and its impacts on students' achievement. The existing research has found mixed
impact. Some of the studies observed positive impacts on achievement, while some
of them found negative impacts of school choice. The authors concluded that the
high-quality Voucher systems have a positive impact, especially on African

American students (Miron, Evergreen, and Urschel, 2008).

Regarding the impacts and outcomes of school choice education, there are
two arguments. Home-schooling has a mixed impact, both weak and mediocre. The

quality of Charter Schools is also found mixed; neither too good nor too bad (Miran,



24

Evergreen, and Urschel, 2008). Vaughn and Witko (2013) view school choice as a
means to increase student engagement. The school choice is an opportunity for them
to attend the school suitable to meet their needs. The school choice helps to keep the
children in the school system. The high level of students' engagement leads to
positive academic outcomes. The study of Vaughn and Witko (2013) concluded that
when the number of choices is higher, students' engagement level is also higher. The
students from the public schools are more engaged when they have more options

available than children with fewer options.

The school choice also induces the public schools to be more productive.
When they are productive, their chances of becoming the school choice of the
students are high. Hoxby (2003) hypothesized, "when students can leave, money
follows students (even if imperfectly or indirectly)." In such a situation, the less
productive schools have to lose students. The author also found that the academic
achievement of the students increases when they attend the choice school. These

findings were consistent with the research of Vaughn and Witko (2013).

System of School Choice

When Miron, Evergreen, and Ursche (2008) referred to Voucher and Charter
Schools, it is important to know these two concepts. Hoxby (2003) focuses on these
two types of schools. In voucher schools, the students receive a coupon or a voucher,
which they carry with them to the school they have chosen. After the enrollment of
these students, the school receives the revenue of the amount mentioned on the
voucher. This revenue comes from public funds. The voucher can be used in both
public and private schools. However, for using the vouchers, the private schools need
to meet certain criteria. Secular and accreditation private schools can participate in

the voucher system. Usually, the voucher students are admitted by carrying out a
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lottery. However, in some schools, a selective admission process is also practiced. As
mentioned above, the funds are public, and they come from local, state or federal
governments. "Topping up" the voucher is the system that sometimes is allowed and
sometimes not allowed. Hoxby (2003) states that topping up is when the school can
charge tuition fees that exceed the amount of the voucher. The parents need to pay it

from their pocket.

Charter schools are chartered by the government or the agencies appointed by
the government. Such schools never practice positive selective admissions, such as
excluding students who underperform the admission tests or interviews. On the
contrary, they are required to use a lottery system in the selection process. The
selection is based on the negative characteristics of the students as well, for example,
the students who are likely to drop out of school. Topping up the fees is also not
allowed in charter schools, unlike the voucher system. The charter schools must
abide by the rules and regulations regarding racial discrimination, church-state
relations etc. The charter schools are also compelled to meet government-designated
criteria, which are restrictive. The key drawback of the charter schools explained by
Hoxby is that these schools are vulnerable to political issues and attacks as the
government bodies run them. The easy process of changing schools provides the

students more opportunities to find the best matching school.

Summary

Previous studies have focused on the history of school choice in America
from economic, political and racial dimensions. It is a widely discussed issue with
contrast viewpoints. The idea of school choice emerged in the 1950s and 1960s. The
key issue was to fight against racial segregation in schools. Historic Brown v. Board

of Education decision of the Supreme Court proved responsible for the school
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choice. Some scholars saw vouchers as an opportunity for the poor and non-white

people to uplift themselves with quality education.

According to Milton Friedman, the parents should be given a choice.
Friedman perceived school to be the marketplace and expressed the need to keep the
performance high. He viewed that the voucher plan was the partial solution. Thus,
Friedman had capitalist ideas about school choice. The emergence of the free school
system stemmed from the liberal approach. The school choice program expanded and
developed in 1980. The concept is influenced by the industry and corporate

viewpoints.

School choice is the better way to ensure student engagement, according to
previous scholars. From the review of previous studies, it was observed that a school
choice is a good option for the students in several ways. The school choice helps
increase parental satisfaction and involvement. The choice of schools also helps the
students to identify the school that can meet their needs. The curriculum is
need-based, customized, and student-centric. The school choice has also become a
great option for the students from low-income groups. However, previous literature
has not claimed whether the school choice reduces the dropout rate and results in a
higher graduation rate. It was also found in the previous studies that the school
choices put pressure on the schools to perform better and keep the consistency in their

performance.

In a nutshell, several benefits of school choice have been observed in previous
studies. The school choice movement has always been connected to the political,
social, economic and cultural factors of America. Having its close association with

racism, school choice has always been a disputed matter in the United States.
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In the next section of the chapter, the discussion will further be carried out

regarding the establishment of cyber schools in the state of PA.

Creation of Cyber Charter Schools

Definitions

Prior to the discussion on creating cyber schools, the concept of cyber schools needs

to be understood. During the 2020-2021 school year there are 15 cyber charter

schools in the State of Pennsylvania. Different scholars have defined cyber charter

schools. The definitions are as follows:

2014

2015

The Nature of
Online Charter

Schools:
Evolution and
Emerging
Concerns

Who is
Teaching? New
Roles for

Teachers  and
Parents in Cyber
Charter Schools
Inside  Online
Charter Schools.
A Report of the
National Study
of Online
Charter Schools

Cyber charter schools are
full-time K-12 public schools that
combine online learning with
traditional home-based practices
in which technology plays a
central role in the delivery and
management of teaching and
learning

Cyber Charter schools are those
which are funded and governed
by charter school laws within the
states, which afford them some
flexibility in the way they operate

They typically provide students
with computers, software, and
network-based resources, while
also providing access to teachers
via email, telephone, web, and
teleconference

The above definitions of cyber charter schools explain the following characteristics:
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The learning in a cyber charter school is a blend of the online and traditional

system

They are governed and funded by charter school laws.

Email, telephone, web are the means of teaching in cyber charter schools

Objective of Charter Schools

Charter schools aim at providing new opportunities to involve almost all
stakeholders in the student learning process. These stakeholders include teachers,
parents, students, and community members who establish and maintain schools that
are independent of the existing school structure. The key objectives of these schools

arc:

To improve student learning

To increase opportunities for all students (without segregation and

discrimination)

To utilize innovative teaching methods

To create novel opportunities for the teachers

To open choices and alternatives to the students and the parents.

To ensure academic standard and quality
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Although the cyber charter schools are exempted from several school
mandates, they have to follow some necessary directives such as children's health and
safety, civil rights, special education, and student accountability (What is A Charter
School? n.d.). In 1997, Pennsylvania passed its charter school law. The bill
established the state's requirements for charter school creation and explained some of
the differences and similarities between charters and traditional public schools. The
bill also set forth the state's responsibilities towards charter schools, including funding
and transportation requirements. The first cyber charter school in Pennsylvania, PA

Cyber Charter School was created in 2010.

The students are attracted to cyber charter schools for various reasons. Some
students may find it difficult to cope with the traditional model of education due to
many reasons such as physical disability, their frequent participation in local, national
and international level sports and tournaments etc. Cyber charter schools are also a
boon for gifted children or children with learning disabilities. Sometimes, safety
issues are also involved in sending the children to school. There are high chances of
drop-out in traditional schools. Some of the parents are not satisfied with the
traditional way of teaching-learning methods. Such parents and children are likely to
opt for cyber charter education (Cavanaugh, Barbour, & Clark 2009). The
advancement in digital technology has opened several options to the students who do

not want to attend traditional schools for any reason.

Role of Parents and Teachers

It is interesting to know the Cyber Charter School PA's overall operation,
especially the role of the teachers and parents to facilitate the learning process and
student engagement. Cavanaugh, Barbour, & Clark (2009) state that teachers with

strong qualifications and state certification in their area of specialization are hired in
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cyber charter schools. Archambault and Larson (2015) have discussed some qualities
of online teachers. These qualities are strong communication skills, organized and
prepared, highly knowledgeable and experienced, flexible, motivated, caring, patient,
creative and adaptable, skilled in technology usage, and accessible and punctual.
Archambault and Larson (2015) state that the communication skills of the teachers
should be in an online context. They should be well-versed in communicating via
digital modes such as phone, emails, and video conferencing. These teachers should
also have strong ethical values such as accountability, integrity, commitment etc.
Multi-tasking is also expected from the online teachers of cyber charter schools.
Self-motivation, disciplined, ambitious, proactive, driven, determined, and persistence

are also the essential attributes of the teachers.

Cyber Charter Schools are governed under Pennsylvania's Charter School Law (CSL),
24 P.S. §§ 17-170-A-17-1751-A. The purposes behind enacting CSL (Charter

Schools, n.d.) are:

To improve student learning

To open a new avenue of learning for the students

To encourage and motivate to use innovative methods in the teaching and learning

Process.

To attain teachers' development through creating new opportunities.

To provide the students and the parent's opportunities and expanded choices
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To ensure that the academic standards are maintained.

In short, it is an attempt to make the cyber charter schools the "laboratories of

innovations" (Charter Schools, n.d.).

Parent-Teacher collaboration in Cyber Charter Schools

As mentioned above, cyber charter schools are different from traditional
school functioning. The teacher's role is also different as he/she is not the only
provider of instructions. They are the guides, mentors of the students, but they cannot
perform the task of guiding the students without the help of the parents. So,
collaborative work between students and parents is expected in public charter schools
(Gill et al., 2015). The students have yet to develop the cognitive skills, and hence,
they need adult supervision in their learning process especially, to keep the students
motivated (Cavanaugh, Barbour, Clark, 2009). That is why cyber charter schools rely
on parental support. In these schools, the parents' role is more complex. They are the
learning coaches of the children, and they have the accountability of supporting
students' learning. Most cyber charter schools expect parents' active role and

participation in the teaching and learning process.

In a cyber charter school, the student is assigned a teacher just like they are
assigned any home-teachers in a traditional way of learning. The assigned teacher is
the content expert and works in collaboration with the coach. He/she explains the
expectations, required technologies, shares the learning strategies with the coach and
monitors the child's progress. Gill et al. (2015) explain the parents' crucial role in the
learning process. They participate in various phases of learning such as students'
instructions, monitoring progress, verifying seat time and attending parent-training

sessions arranged periodically. Such parent-teacher collaboration is possible only
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when the parents are highly responsible and well informed. Their level of
involvement and commitment also needs to be high. If the parents lack these qualities,
it may be challenging for the students and the teachers that may experience
frustration. Lack of collaboration of defects in either side may affect the entire
learning process, according to Litke (1998). Gill et al. (2015) produced the following
chart to explain the current status of parents' tendency to participate in several

learning activities (see fig. 1).

Percentage of online charter schools expecting parents to play particular roles
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Make sure the student  Actively participate in the Participate in parent Verify seat time
keeps up with assignments  student’s instruction training sessions

m4thgrade m7thgrade m High school

Fig. 1: Percentage of parents in different roles during the learning process (Gill et al.,

2015)

The coaches play the role of a manager in cyber charter schools. Their
principal responsibility consists of organizing working systems and ensuring a
supportive learning environment for the students. The academic coach also sets

academic expectations for the students and helps the student responsible for fulfilling
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them. However, the coaches face several challenges. Some families are not aware of
their full commitment as a coach, and they need more training. When the parents are
the coaches of their ward, the key challenge they face is that they cannot keep their
roles as parents and coaches separate from each other. This barrier is natural and

obvious, but with prior training, it can be minimized.

Waters and Leong (2014) conducted ethnographic research to study the
collaborative roles of parents and teachers in cyber charter schools. It was qualitative
research in which teachers, parents, and administrators participated. This research
was a study of a cyber charter school in Hawaii. The participating teachers were
certified with a wide experience of K-8 level. The parents were highly qualified with
diverse cultural backgrounds. The study aimed at understanding the roles of parents
and teachers in teaching students from cyber charter schools. The authors collected
the data from semi-structured interviews, observations, and content analysis of the
online programs. It was observed in the research that the parents and teachers have to

perform the following roles (Waters and Leong, 2014):

Teachers play the roles of facilitators and experts

Parents play the roles of managers and guides.

The teachers, as the facilitators, have to play the role of the content
developers. The parents heavily rely on them and perceive them as the experts.
Sometimes, the subject matter is too complicated to comprehend. To understand such
a complex content of the curriculum, the students and the parents need assistance
from the teachers from time to time. The parents and the entire families of the

students consider that the teachers have the thorough knowledge and skills required
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to decode the complex content and make it easy and comprehendible for the students.
The teachers are supposed to utilize technology fully and ensure constructive and
fruitful interaction with the students and the parents and thus build a strong

teacher-parent-student relationship.

Challenges in Cyber Charter School

However, there are several challenges the teachers have to face in cyber
charter schools. Hasler, Waters, & Leong (2014) explained them in their study.
Sometimes, technology-based communication poses several challenges, and the
teachers cannot satisfactorily interact with the students and parents on online or
virtual platforms. Technological barriers are also observed while connecting with the
students. Sometimes the teaching space is not shared properly with the parents
(coaches). The teachers have no full control over the students and the parents. If any
of them (teachers, parents, and students) fail to achieve their respective objectives, it

hampers the entire teaching and learning process.

Hasler, Waters, & Leong ( (2014) also focused on the role of the parent as a
learning coach and the challenges they faced during the process. The principal
responsibility of the parents is to organize a working system to facilitate a learning
environment for their students. It is also the important role of the coach to keep the
young learners motivated and engage them in the learning process. The students may
divert from the track. Hence, it is also the teacher’s responsibility to keep the
students on track. The parents need to ensure that their children develop self-directed

and self-managed quality work skills (Hasler Waters and Leong (2014).
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Perceptions about Cyber Charter Schools

The concept of a cyber charter school is based on online learning and
teaching principles. An obvious question may arise regarding the effectiveness of
online teaching and traditional classroom teaching. Many researchers and scholars
have confirmed that online teaching and learning is as effective as traditional
education. Cavanaugh (2004), for example, carried out a meta-analysis that includes
a thorough review of the students’ academic achievement through the online mode.
There was no significant difference found between the academic achievement of the
students from traditional schooling and cyber charter schooling. However, the
findings regarding the effectiveness of online and regular schooling are not
consistent in previous studies. For example, the study conducted by Molnar et al.
(2015) confirmed that the students enrolled in cyber charter schools could not
perform as well as the students enrolled in brick-and-mortar settings. Molnar et al.’s
study assessed 400 schools. Among them, the data was procured from 285 schools.
41% said that cyber schools performed satisfactorily, and the remaining 59% said
that the performance of cyber charter school students is not satisfactory and

acceptable based on results of standardized testing.

In another study conducted by Means et al. (2009), the authors found that the
students enrolled in the blended learning environment (face-to-face) and online
perform better than the brick-and-mortar counterparts. However, unlike Molnar et al.,

the study of Means et al. included just five cases from the K-12 level.

Stanford University’s Center for Research on Educational Outcomes
(CREDO) also conducted a study to comparatively analyze the academic
performance of children from cyber charter schools and traditional schools. The

research obtained the findings that the children from traditional schools performed
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much better than the children from cyber charter schools (CREDO, 2011). Haughey
and Muirhead (1999) point out the advantages of cyber school and the students’

performance:

Students who do well in online programs are motivated to learn.
They are self-directed and self-disciplined. They are not
disenchanted with school.... Successful online students are at their
grade level. They read and write well.... Online students need to be
independent learners. They should be curious and able to ask for
help... They have or should have an interest in technology and

good computer skills.

Some previous researchers have discussed the impact of cyber charter schools
on children’s learning processes by applying some models. Joyce Epstein is among
such researchers. Epstein developed the school-family-community partnership
model. It is a student-centric model. There must be a collaboration between the

parents, teachers, community, agencies and services.

Family School

Student

Community

Fig. 2. School-Family-Community Partnership Model(Epstein et al., 2009)
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The model indicates that the student is at the center while other elements, i.e.,
teachers, parents and community, are placed around them. The primary objectives of
these entities are to engage the students, guide them, and motivate them to strive for
their success. It is assumed that if the child feels encouraged and cared for, they
make genuine efforts to read, write, calculate, and learn the required skills and
knowledge. Each child’s individuality is regarded, valued and treated specially
(Epstein et al., 2009). Parents also strive to create a school-like family. Communities
also work with the parents and teachers to impart education to the children and their
overall development. There are some factors Joyce explained in this collaborative
work and partnership. These challenges are common in cyber schools. First is the
partnership, and collaboration is not consistent and tends to decline once the child
enters the upper grades. That is why it is essential to make intentional efforts to
develop and sustain the partnership in every grade. There is also a problem with the
student raised by the single parent, who is usually employed. The parent has to
remain out of the house due to employment commitments. Another parent is not
physically available. In such circumstances, the school needs to think of other
alternatives. According to Epstein, there are six types of school-home or
teacher-parent relationships which lead the children towards academic excellence.
These are parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at home,

decision-making, and collaborating with the community.

When considering achievement, a previous study has indicated “virtual
schools are indistinguishable from brick and mortar” (Cavanaugh et al. 2004).
Academic wherewithal of the two settings may vary however, imperceptibly. A piece
from 2009 found online education has a slight advantage in effectiveness over

face-to-face instruction (Kingsbury, 2021). Yet, interpretation should be cautious as


https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10639-021-10450-1#auth-Ian-Kingsbury
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“in many of the studies showing an advantage for online learning, the online and
classroom conditions differed in terms of time spent, curriculum and pedagogy...the
studies in this meta-analysis do not demonstrate that online learning is superior as a
medium.” (Means et al. 2009, XVII). Studies considering the academic effectiveness
between the two settings demonstrates reciprocal cancellation of superior
successfulness overall. More time and targeted research honing in on specific growth

points in the future may work to clarify the difference.

Summary of the section

In this section, the researcher focused on the PA cyber schools. The term is
defined in several ways by the scholar. These definitions were reviewed. The
definitions summarized the qualities of the cyber schools, such as blending online and
traditional education, charter law-governed, and online means of communication. The
roles of teachers and parents are indeed crucial in teaching the students. The scholars
discussed these roles and the challenges. They were reviewed thoroughly with the
help of the previous studies. The ultimate objectives of cyber schools are to improve
students' learning, open new opportunities for them, encourage the innovative
approach of teachers, parents and students and attain teachers’ development. In the
next session of the chapter, the focus will be on the school choice experience of the

parents of students with disabilities.


https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10639-021-10450-1#ref-CR18
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Parents' perspectives on online education for students with disabilities and
bullying/harassment
Parents' perspectives

The students take online education from traditional public schools, private
schools, homeschools and charter schools. Therefore, it is imperative to study parents'
experiences and perspectives on cyber education. According to Evergreen Education
Group (2015), students in cyber charter schools attend six to fourteen classes online
weekly. As discussed earlier in the literature review, the parents' role is crucial in
cyber charter online schools. The growing popularity of cyber charter schools has
several reasons. The primary reason is that the parents gain flexibility and the online
or cyber format of school perfectly matches their child's learning style, ensuring
children a safer environment. They also get an opportunity to be involved in their
children's school activities (Beck, Egalite, & Maranto, 2014; Werrell, 2014). It is
mandatory for the cyber charter schools to comply with the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), and

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act.

Cyber education is comparatively a new concept as compared to traditional
brick and mortar schools. Therefore, it is imperative for the parents to be aware of the
issues that may arise while making their children's learning process on the virtual
platform. Their own experience is different, so they cannot apply it while navigating
their children's educational process. That is why it is essential for the parents to get
used to the virtual environment. The parents of children with disabilities have legal
measures available by federal laws. Specifically, the Americans with Disabilities Act

(1990) and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (2004).
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Virtual schools: Potential advantages and disadvantages
The U.S. Department of Education (2012) has enlisted some major benefits of virtual
schooling that has been the backbone of cyber charter schools. These benefits are as

follows:

Broadening access

Engaging students in active learning

Customized instructions on an individual level

Personalized and need-based instructions

Proper utilization of student and teacher time

Increasing the rate of students' learning

Making the learning process cost-effective

Reducing facility and salary cost

Understanding the opportunities for economies of scale

The students with special needs and disabilities especially avail privilege from
many of the benefits mentioned above. They need individual attention to personalized
and need-based training is a great opportunity for them to learn in an easy and secure
environment. Such personalized learning encourages them and enhances their

inclination towards the learning process. Online schools also provide them a new
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avenue for interacting with their peers. Cyber schools provide opportunities for
students with disabilities to control their learning and multimodal content. The virtual
platform facilitates social interaction via several options and alternatives. Online
education mode also helps the students minimize the distraction and conflicts that
arise during the learning process. Cyber education is a boon, especially in a rural area
and the area where the staff-shortage problem is prevalent. Cyber education also helps

to overcome the stigma of being in separate school settings due to their disabilities.

Suppose parents' approach and perspective towards cyber education is
supportive. It helps make the learning and teaching process easy and comfortable for
the children (both general and children with disabilities). Parents need to play the role
of a learning coach. Parents of children with disabilities from cyber charter schools
are proactive and remain present with their children. It is motivating and encouraging
for children with a special need. The feeling itself motivates that they are being cared
for and provided a healthy environment for their studies. In the study of Beck, Egalite,
and Maranto (2014), a survey of 232 parents and 269 students was carried out. In the
survey, the authors observed that special education students and their parents are more
satisfied overall in the cyber charter school than their peers with special needs in
general schools. During this survey, one of the students with special needs commented
on cyber education, especially on the teacher. It was indeed a positive comment in
which the students stated that the teacher was always in contact with the student and
his/her mother via mail and phone. She was monitoring the student's work. The
teacher was always there when the student needed her help. She worked with the
students throughout the year to get good grades. The high school special education

teacher called the student and arranged special classes for reading and math. The
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student liked her approach because she is always there to support him/her. The student

further states,

1 always struggled at school. I was in title 1 math and reading since
3rd grade. Middle school was too hard. I was having a hard time
keeping up with the daily work and couldn't read as fast as most other
kids. I was considered the class clown, and most of the teachers would
not listen when I said I couldn't get it. My mom got me tutors, and 1
did ok at home studying and with the tutors but not in school. My mom
fought the school district to get me on all-day learning support; we
even went to court. When she showed them the 3 diff testing she had
done with diff doctors, the judge pushed me to be all day. Then
nobody treated me good. I think the school was mad because my mom
would not stop fighting them about my issues. We started looking at
charter schools, and my mom took us the 3-hour trip to meet with

them. She likes them the best for special ed and stuff-

The cyber charter students and their parents are happy and satisfied with cyber
schools because it has a flexible schedule and diminutive bullying experiences
(Egalite, and Maranto, 2014). Like the students, the parents of the children with
disabilities were not satisfied with the previous schools. According to them, their
children's special needs were not served in their previous schools, which was the
major reason behind choosing cyber charter schools. The authors received comments
from many parents stating that cyber charter schools are very flexible. They agreed
that their children did not get such flexibility in their previous school. They
complained that the students did not receive grace for tests and homework. The

parents contacted the school teachers several times and appealed to them to address
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their children's issues with special needs. Learning in a structured brick and mortar
environment was frustrating for them, and they would come home unmotivated. The
parents stated that they did not have any such concern after joining the cyber charter

school (Egalite and Maranto, 2014).

One of the parents says that now she can take accountability and her son
focuses on learning. The parents also say that it is now possible for their students to
take a break, get up, walk around and relax. In the virtual environment, no teachers or
peers ever get annoyed due to the child's fidgeting. If some part of the teaching is

missed out, he can see the video later.

The parents also expressed their satisfaction with the teachers. They stated that
the teachers take genuine efforts to make the virtual environment interesting and
engaging. Egalite and Maranto (2014) quote the response obtained from one of the

parents:

"The encouragement at the [traditional] public schools was too much
of a' push'to go to college, or failure was your only other option,
which really disappointed me as a parent. There was no talk of Trade

Schools or Technical Schools to further your career, only colleges."

The parents are also keen to prefer cyber charter schools to avoid bullying and
harassment that happens two-way. Sometimes the students with disabilities are
victims. Their peers bully them, and sometimes they bully other students. Both (being
victim and perpetrator) are harmful to their career growth. The parents are also
concerned about this issue. Prior to understanding the parents' perspective towards

bullying, it is essential to focus on bullying and harassment.
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Bullying and Harassment

Bullying is not just physical or face-to-face. It can happen with the students on
the virtual platform as well. It is extremely harmful to the students, according to the
research (Ghamrawi and Al-Jammal 2013). Taking support from previous studies, the
authors state that parents and teachers have limited knowledge about cyberbullying.
As a result, the impact of cyberbullying becomes even more adverse. Such bullying
gives the victims a very negative experience, who find themselves helpless and

without any adult support.

Digital technology is a boon; however, in some circumstances, it can be a
bane. Normal children can be victimized and bullied on the virtual platform. In the
case of children with physical and mental disabilities, the chances of cyberbullying
are even higher. Beckman, Hellstrom and Kobiletzki (2020) studied cyberbullying
among children with neurodevelopmental disorders (ND). According to the authors,

children with (ND) tend to get involved in cyberbullying.

When the students are involved in bullying anyone, it is essential to know the
psychology behind such violent and negative behavior. Rose, Simpson, and Preast
(2016) reviewed the psychological predictors of bullying involvement of children
with disabilities. The authors stated that the students being victimized tend to develop
psychological disorders such as anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, and hostility,
and such victims with disabilities tend to follow the path of bullying, fighting and
other kinds of aggressive behavior. To explain the correlation between psychological

outcome and bullying tendency, the authors developed the following model.
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DEPRESSION

Source: Rose, Simpson, and Preast (2016)

To protect the students from cyberbullying, the teachers and parents need
special training, according to Begotti, Tirassa, and Maran (2018). The authors
conducted a study of two training programs, Italian and Greek teachers' training
programs. According to the authors, the trainees will be the teachers in the future and
have to deal with numerous bullying cases (both offline and online bullying).
Referring to previous studies, the authors suggested that the training should include
videos, role plays and other sophisticated techniques to handle such situations with
appropriate strategies. Such training should also highlight the teachers' role in
stopping such a phenomenon and protecting the students from bullying others or
getting victimized by the bullying. According to the authors, such training would help
the students who are potentially vulnerable to such cyber-attacks and bullying,
especially in the case of children with Special Education Need (SEN). The
appropriate training would help the teachers to manage and intervene effectively
against bullying by disrupting the chain of victimization. Ortiz-Bush and Lee (2018)

also emphasize bullying ed