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Progressive think tank Innovation Ohio and onetime Rep. Stephen Dyer, point man for former 

Gov. Ted Strickland's evidence-based model, said Thursday that e-schools and distance learning 

are a legitimate part of a 21st century education system, but that their handling by the state and 

by private community school operators in Ohio had been an unmitigated "disaster." 

Dyer joined Innovation Ohio's communications chief, Dale Butland, for the release of a new 

report detailing what in their view are the many failings of online charter schools. They cited a 

less-than "effective" academic rating at six out of seven statewide e-schools and a graduation 

rate of roughly 35 percent at programs run by the state's two leading e-school operators, despite 

state per-pupil funding roughly twice that of traditional school districts. 

"Ohio's e-schools are an outrageous taxpayer rip-off, a cruel hoax for many students and 

parents, and a textbook example of the 'pay to play' culture that too often permeates state 

government," Butland said.  

"At a time when Ohio's traditional schools are seeing unprecedented state cuts, most Ohioans 

have no idea how shockingly bad Ohio's e-schools are and how much state money is being 

funneled to the for-profit operators who run them." 

Butland said White Hat Management's David Brennan, who operates more online charter 

schools than anyone else in Ohio, has pulled in a half billion dollars in state tax money in the 

past 10 years, while William Lager, operator of Electronic Classroom of Tomorrow, draws 

roughly $64 million per year. 

He linked those moneys to $4 million in campaign donations he says the two have made since 

2001, with the lion's share going to Republican candidates. 

"Gov. Kasich and his legislative allies loudly demand reform and accountability in traditional 

schools," Butland said. "But when it comes to e-schools run by their biggest financial donors, 

they suddenly develop laryngitis. Their silence speaks volumes." 

He noted the governor's recent comment about the politics of nursing home funding. "I hope the 

governor will tell us how political donations from charter school operators are different than 

political donations from nursing home operators." 



Dyer said his beef is not with e-schools and distance learning per se as a delivery system for K-12 

education.  

"There are good e-schools out there. Why does the system allow such bad ones to exist?" he said. 

"There is a lot of potential for e-schools. There is a lot potential for distance learning. ... There is 

a lot of potential in the choice movement." 

Dyer said if the governor's director of 21st education, Bob Sommers, is serious about closing 

poor-performing charters, he is paying little attention to Brennan, whom he dubbed a "money 

changer." 

"Entering the profit motive in public education is a little tricky," he said, pointing to the natural 

focus of commercial enterprises. He said maximizing profits will always run counter to 

maximizing student learning. 

Dyer said e-schools and brick-and-mortar charters have continued to grow despite poor results 

because they are able to advertise, whereas public schools are not. 

He argued that the challenged populations of e-schools and other charters should be no more of 

a defense for academic failure than the challenged populations of traditional urban school 

districts. "The excuses that weren't good enough for school districts 12 years ago shouldn't be 

good enough for charter schools today." 

Asked whether the state auditor will ever have the power to look over the books of private 

operators, Dyer said, "I wouldn't count on it." 

Said Butland, "What Mr. Brennan wants, Mr. Brennan gets. He does not want you to look at 

what he does with his money. 

The complete Innovation Ohio report, "Ohio E-Schools: Funding Failure; Coddling 

Contributors," can be found at http://innovationohio.org/featured/ohio-e-schools-funding-

failure-coddling-contributors-2. 
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