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This report contains the findings, conclusions, and recommendations from
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
LEGISLATIVE DIVISION OF POST AUDIT

Question 1: How Prevalent Are Virtual Schools in Kansas,
What Do They Cost, And How Have Their Students Performed?
Kansas currently has 28 virtual schools that provide a variety
of educational services. In 2006-07, 26 school districts and service
centers operated 28 virtual schools across the State. The most common
subjects taken by virtual students included language arts, social sciences,
and math.

.................. page 3

In Kansas, virtual students are a very small but rapidly
growing student population. Since the first virtual school opened in the
1998-99 school year, virtual school enrollment has increased from about
60 full-time-equivalent (FTE) students to more than 2,000. Even so, virtual
students still represent only about 1% of Kansas’ total student population.

.................. page 6

Virtual schools attract many students who previously weren’t part
of the public school system, including non-traditional and home-schooled
students. Eight of 12 school districts with virtual schools draw most of their
students locally, while other virtual schools draw students from all over
the State. In addition, virtual school enrollment represents a significant
share of the overall enrollment for four of the six schools districts that had
the largest virtual student population. For example, virtual students in
Mullinville represented almost 60% of the district’s total enrollment, while
virtual students in the Elkhart, Cherryvale, and Basehor-Linwood school
districts represented about 20% of these districts’ total enrollments.
Virtual schools are funded in much the same way as traditional
schools, but cost less to operate. Based on expenditures reported to
us by the nine school districts with at least 20 virtual FTE students, virtual
schools cost less to operate than traditional schools. Their operating
expenditures were between $300 and $5,000 per student lower than costs
for traditional students in 2005-06. Service centers that run virtual schools
generally charged school districts an amount equal to Base State Aid Per
Pupil for each virtual student in 2005-06.

................ page 10

Although the data are limited, virtual students scored lower
on State assessments than traditional students in 2005-06. Virtual
students scored lower on State assessment tests at the elementary and
high school levels – especially on the math assessments. However, the
assessment data for virtual students are limited, and the demographics of
the two student populations may not be comparable.

................ page 12

Question 1 Conclusion
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Question 2: Do the Laws and Regulations that Govern
Virtual Schools in Kansas Provide Sufficient Oversight, and
How Do They Compare To Those Adopted by Other States?
The Department has developed good policies for general
oversight of virtual schools, but often doesn’t follow them. The
Department has established comprehensive policies and procedures to
provide general oversight of virtual schools. These include policies on
funding, teaching and curriculum standards, accountability for student
achievement, equity and access, and annual reporting requirements. In
2005-06, these policies and procedures were recognized as some of the
strongest in the country.

................ page 15

However, Kansas’ actual oversight of virtual schools is weak
because the Department often hasn’t carried out the policies it has
established. For example, the Department had lost track of which virtual
schools were registered, more than 60% of the registration forms for the
current school year were missing, and the Department hadn’t conducted
many of the on-site visits as outlined in its process.
Many of the specific risks inherent in operating virtual schools
aren’t adequately addressed, especially at the State level. There are
unique risks with virtual schools that don’t exist with traditional schools
because virtual students work from their homes, on their own schedules,
and without direct supervision from teachers.

................ page 18

For the 2006-07 school year, the Department relaxed or eliminated
several requirements in the areas of student testing and attendance,
as well as teacher training and response times, which used to provide
good guidance to virtual schools. For example, the Department used to
require virtual schools to show how they ensured students were regularly
engaged in the program, a requirement that was eliminated for 2006-07.
Also, the Department hasn’t directly addressed the risk that districts could
manipulate virtual schools for financial gain.
Mullinville’s practice of “giving” its virtual students to nearby
districts isn’t allowed by law, and highlights the need for better
oversight of virtual schools. Most students enrolled in the Mullinville
virtual school should have been counted for funding purposes in that
district, because that’s where they attended. However, over the last five
years the Mullinville school district has “given” 130 of its virtual students
to three nearby districts to count as their students for funding purposes—
Comanche County, Haviland, and Pawnee Heights.

................ page 22

The three receiving districts got all the State aid those students
generated, and kept what was left after paying a fee to the service center
that runs the virtual school for Mullinville.
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The Mullinville Superintendent cited a number of reasons for giving
students to other districts, including trying to help these districts financially.
From what we can tell, it didn’t appear to be intended to financially benefit
either the Superintendent or the Mullinville district. Even so, allowing
districts to decide where virtual students are counted creates the risk that
districts could manipulate State funding (by shifting students to generate
the most funding) or State assessment results.
Question 2 Conclusion
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This audit was conducted by Katrin Osterhaus, Brenda Heafey, Dan Bryan, and Heidi Zimmerman.
Scott Frank was the audit manager. If you need any additional information about the audit’s findings,
please contact Katrin at the Division’s offices. Our address is: Legislative Division of Post Audit, 800
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contact us via the Internet at LPA@lpa.state.ks.us.
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K-12 Education:
Reviewing Issues Related to Virtual Schools
Virtual schooling is one of the fastest growing trends in education.
Virtual schools allow students to take K-12 courses over the
Internet, without physically being present in a classroom. Such
schools offer flexibility to students to enroll in hard-to-find courses
or complete courses on their own time schedule. According to
the Kansas Department of Education, the State had 28 schools
or programs that offered virtual coursework for K-12 students in
2006-07.
Recently, some legislators have expressed concerns about the
prevalence of virtual schools and the State’s oversight over such
schools.
This school district performance audit answered the following
questions:
1. How prevalent are virtual schools in Kansas, what do they
cost, and how have their students performed?
2. Do the laws and regulations that govern virtual schools
in Kansas provide sufficient oversight, and how do they
compare to those adopted by other states?
To answer the first question, we gathered enrollment, expenditure,
and student assessment data from virtual school programs and
compared those data with similar Statewide data we received from
the Department of Education. We also analyzed how far students
lived from their virtual schools for a sample of larger virtual
schools, and how significant virtual enrollment was to the overall
enrollment of a sample of districts.
For the second question, we reviewed Kansas’ laws, regulations,
and policies for oversight of virtual schools. We also reviewed
a report that provided information on the policies and practices
related to on-line learning across all 50 states to determine how
Kansas’ policies compared to other states.
In addition, we talked to experts and education officials from
Kansas and other states to identify specific risks inherent to virtual
education. We then interviewed officials and reviewed existing
State- and local-level policies to determine whether those policies
appeared to be adequate to prevent or reduce the identified risks.
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A copy of the scope statement approved for this audit is included in
Appendix A.
In conducting this audit, we followed all applicable government
auditing standards set forth by the U.S. Government Accountability
Office, except, because of time constraints, we didn’t verify the
student count and assessment data or expenditure information
the virtual schools reported to us. While the Department started
collecting some of the data in 2004-05, the data aren’t complete or
consistent, so we asked districts to compile those data for us.
The reader should be aware that the virtual student count data we
received may not be completely accurate. Specifically, we noted
that some virtual schools couldn’t provide us with a complete set
of student data we requested (e.g. the Greenbush service center
couldn’t provide headcount information, the Galena virtual school
couldn’t provide all years of data, and couldn’t break out student
counts by grade).
In some cases the student counts virtual schools reported was off
from other sets of data they provided to us. These inconsistencies
were minor, typically involving one or two students.
As a result, the information presented in this report about the
number of virtual students, assessment outcomes, and virtual
program costs and fees should be viewed as an indicator, and
not as absolute fact. It is unlikely, however, that it is so grossly
or systematically inaccurate as to affect our major findings and
conclusions.
We also didn’t test Statewide data on the student counts,
assessment, funding, and expenditure information we obtained
from the Department, but we felt the data were reliable for the
purposes of this audit based on our previous work in testing
and using those data for our January 2006 education cost study
analysis, Elementary and Secondary Education in Kansas:
Estimating the Costs of K-12 Education Using Two Approaches.
Our findings begin on the next page.
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Question 1: How Prevalent Are Virtual Schools in Kansas, What Do They Cost,
And How Have Their Students Performed?
ANSWER IN BRIEF:

Kansas currently has 28 virtual schools providing a variety of
educational services to K-12 students, including adults working
towards a high school diploma. In Kansas, virtual students are a
very small but rapidly growing population, currently representing
about 2,000 students, or about 1% of Kansas’ total student
population. Virtual schools are funded the same way as traditional
schools, but cost less to operate. Although the data are limited,
virtual students scored lower on 2005-06 State assessment tests
than traditional students. These and related findings are discussed
in the sections that follow.

Kansas Currently Has 28
Virtual Schools Providing
A Variety of Educational
Services

The term “virtual education” is often used interchangeably to
describe anything from distance learning—where students receive
real-time instruction through interactive television—to coursework
students can complete via the Internet at their own pace.
In Kansas, the statutory definition for a virtual school has the
following two components:
 K-12 courses are offered through distance-learning technologies,
mainly using Internet-based instruction methods

 Teachers and students are separated by time and location (courses
are available on an “anytime, anyplace” basis)

Any of Kansas’ 296 school districts can offer virtual education.
To do so, they typically register with the State as either running
a “virtual program” within one of their existing schools, or as a
“charter school”—a new school approved by the local school board
that must be accredited separately by the State. Districts also have
the option of contracting with several service centers that provide
virtual education across the State. For the remainder of the report,
we’ll refer to all three types as “virtual schools.”
In 2006-07, 26 school districts and service centers operated 28
virtual schools throughout the State. The first virtual school in
Kansas was established by the Basehor-Linwood school district
in 1998-99. Since then, the number of virtual schools has grown
to 28. A map showing the location of these 28 virtual schools is
shown in Figure 1-1.
Virtual schools can design their coursework to tailor to elementary,
middle, or high-school students, or a combination of all three. In
addition, virtual schools can provide several types of services, as
follows:
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 General Education—regular curriculum courses for students who
attend a virtual school instead of a regular brick-and-mortar school,
or who want to supplement what’s available through their regular
school.

 Advanced Courses—for students who attend a regular brick-andmortar school but want to take advanced courses that their school
doesn’t offer (e.g., college prep physics, calculus).

 Credit Recovery—for students who are in school and want to make
up a class they’ve failed.

 Diploma Completion—for students who’ve dropped out of school
but want to complete required courses at their own pace and obtain
a high school diploma.

Figure 1-2 summarizes the services available from the State’s
28 virtual schools in 2006-07, as reported to the Department of
Education by the various schools.
As the figure shows, the Basehor-Linwood Virtual School was the
first to enroll virtual students in 1998-99, and is the second-largest
provider of virtual education, serving 345 full-time-equivalent
students in the current school year.
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Subject areas with the highest enrollment counts included
language arts, social sciences, and math. To find out what types
of classes students most frequently take, we analyzed course
information from virtual schools for students enrolled in the current
school year. Figure 1-3 summarizes this information.
As the figure shows, language arts, social science, and math are the
subjects virtual students most often enroll in.
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In Kansas, Virtual
Students Are a Very
Small but Rapidly
Growing Student
Population

We surveyed Kansas’ virtual schools to determine how many
students had been enrolled since 1998-99. Such data currently
aren’t available at the Department of Education, which is explained
further in Question 2.
Since the 1998-99 school year, enrollment in virtual schools has
increased from about 60 full-time-equivalent students (FTE) to
more than 2,000 in 2006-07. Virtual FTE student enrollment has
grown exponentially—rising about 200% since it began to take off
in 2001-02—yet still represents less than 1% of the current year’s
total K-12 enrollment of 440,000. Figure 1-4 shows the growth
in virtual enrollment and in the number of virtual schools since the
1998-99 school year.
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As Figure 1-4 shows, the number
of students and schools has
doubled in the last two years
alone. Appendix B includes
a complete list of virtual FTE
student enrollment by district over
time.

Virtual schools attract several

student populations who
previously weren’t part of the


public school system. According
to virtual school officials we talked


        
to, virtual education is becoming
RI6WXGHQWV
RI9LUWXDO6FKRROV
more attractive to students and
their families for a variety of
6RXUFH/3$DQDO\VLVRIVHOIUHSRUWHGHQUROOPHQWLQIRUPDWLRQUHFHLYHGIURPYLUWXDOVFKRROV
reasons, such as the availability
of additional courses, the option of going to school in a different
environment, and the flexibility to work at one’s own pace. As a
result, virtual schools have attracted several groups of students into
the public school system:


 Non-traditional students—These are students who dropped out of
school but have returned to earn a high school diploma. In 2006-07,
non-traditional students made up almost 19% of the virtual student
population, compared to 1% within Kansas’ overall student population.

 Home-schooled students—Parents of many home-schooled
students have found virtual schools to be a positive alternative to
teaching their kids on their own. As one parent of a home-schooled
student was quoted in a recent newspaper article, “It’s not because
we think pubic schools aren’t doing a good job, but certain education
systems are better for (some) kids.”

 Private-school students—Some parents who previously enrolled
their children in private schools in order to protect the families’ beliefs
have found that virtual education provides the public school benefit (a
high-school diploma), while allowing them to continue to foster their
families’ values without unwanted outside influences.

Most virtual schools draw their students locally, but a few draw
students from all over the State. We analyzed information for
17 virtual schools with an enrollment of more than 20 students to
see how far students lived from the virtual school. For the 200607 school year, we mapped these students’ home addresses and
determined how many lived within and beyond 30 miles of their
virtual school. Figure 1-5 shows our results, by school district or
service center.
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As the figure shows, in eight of the 12 school districts we reviewed,
at least 70% of their virtual students live within 30 miles of the
school. At the other side of the spectrum, two districts draw most
of their students from across the State—Elkhart with 97% and
Mullinville with 78%—as do the three service centers we reviewed.
Figure 1-6 shows this information graphically for the virtual school
students in the Wichita and Elkhart school districts.
Virtual school enrollment represents a significant share of the
overall enrollment for several school districts. In four of the six
districts with the largest virtual schools, virtual students make up
a significant portion of their total student population in the current
school year. This information is shown in Figure 1-7.
As the figure shows, the Mullinville school district has more virtual
students than traditional students. As one of the smallest school
districts in the State—with an overall enrollment of 150 FTE
students—it would be difficult for the school district to survive
without its virtual school.
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Figure 1-7 also shows
that virtual students in the
Lawrence school district
represent only 6% of that
district’s total enrollment
of a little over 10,000
FTE students, but its
virtual student population
accounts for essentially
all the Lawrence school
district’s growth since
2005-06.

6RXUFH/3$DQDO\VLVRIHQUROOPHQWGDWDIURPWKH.DQVDV'HSDUWPHQWRI(GXFDWLRQDQG
VHOIUHSRUWHGYLUWXDOVWXGHQWHQUROOPHQWIURPVL[VFKRROGLVWULFWV
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Virtual Schools Are
Funded Much the Same
Way as Traditional
Schools, But Cost Less
To Operate

School districts that operated a virtual school during the 2005-06
school year reported their virtual school operating expenditures to
us for that year. We compared those expenditures for all schools
in these school districts, and to the amount of State funding the
districts received that year.
Kansas funds virtual schools basically the same way
traditional schools are funded, with some exceptions. Kansas
distributes funding to school districts for K-12 students based
on the number of FTE students enrolled in the district as of
September 20 each year. This school year, the Base State Aid Per
Pupil (BSAPP) is $4,316. School districts also receive additional
State funding based on other cost factors, such as the district’s size
and the number of its low-income students.
The State funds virtual students basically the same way traditional
students are funded, with three exceptions:
 Kansas statutes don’t allow districts to receive State aid for
virtual students who live outside the State. Because virtual
schools conceivably could draw students from all over the country,
this policy limits the State’s funding obligation just to in-State virtual
students.

 Virtual schools must “register” with the Department of
Education to get funding for their students. This registration
process is explained in more detail in Question 2.

 The Department requires additional documentation for virtual
students. To get funding for traditional students, districts must show
that the student was enrolled, and document that they attended
once on or around September 20th. For virtual students, districts
must show that the student attended twice. This documentation
includes both an activity log showing what the student worked on,
and proof that the student worked on line.

In addition, the Department doesn’t allow any student to be
counted as more than one FTE student, so funding isn’t duplicated.
For students enrolled in both a traditional school and a virtual
school, the Department’s policy is to give the traditional school
“priority,” in terms of assigning FTE student counts for funding
purposes.
Based on information school districts reported to us, virtual
schools cost less to operate than traditional schools, but
received the same amount of State aid. We analyzed 200506 district-level operating expenditures we received from
the Department of Education. We also reviewed operating
10
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expenditures reported to us by the nine virtual schools that could
provide such information and had at least 20 virtual FTE students
that year.
Operating expenditures included costs for property and equipment
such as computers, desks, and televisions. The excluded costs
related to food services, as well as long-term expenditures like
capital outlay and debt service. Figure 1-8 summarizes this
information for the nine school districts.
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D 7KH/DZUHQFHVFKRROGLVWULFWRSHUDWHVWZRYLUWXDOVFKRROV .
6RXUFH/3$DQDO\VLVRIIXQGLQJGDWDIURPWKH.DQVDV'HSDUWPHQWRI(GXFDWLRQDQGVHOIUHSRUWHGYLUWXDOVFKRRO
H[SHQGLWXUHVIURPVFKRROGLVWULFWV

As Figure 1-8 shows, for eight of the nine districts we reviewed,
virtual school operating expenditures were reported as being $300
to $5,000 lower than these districts’ overall operating expenditures
per student. The Emporia virtual school reported having higher
virtual operating expenditures per student although we confirmed the
school’s reported expenditures, we couldn’t determine why its cost
was so much higher than its counterparts because of data limitations.
Figure 1-9 on the following page shows how the virtual school’s
reported operating expenditures compared to the State aid these
districts received in 2005-06. The total amount of State funding
these districts received above their virtual schools’ operating costs
ranged from $37,300 to $400,000.
Our findings were consistent with literature we reviewed, which
reported a rough estimate of a state-run virtual school costing
anywhere from $2,400 to $4,200 per virtual FTE student. In
contrast, the overall national average cost for all students was $7,735
per FTE student in 2003-04.
PERFORMANCE AUDIT REPORT
Legislative Division of Post Audit
07PA09 April 2007

11

)LJXUH
&RPSDULVRQRI9LUWXDO6FKRROV 2SHUDWLQJ([SHQGLWXUHVDQG6WDWH)XQGLQJIRU
6FKRRO'LVWULFWVZLWK$W/HDVW9LUWXDO)7(6WXGHQWV
6FKRRO<HDU
6FKRRO'LVWULFWV

&KHUU\YDOH
:LFKLWD
%DVHKRU/LQZRRG
(ONKDUW
0XOOLQYLOOH E
/RUUDLQH
/DZUHQFH F
6PRN\9DOOH\
(PSRULD

9LUWXDO
RI9LUWXDO
2SHUDWLQJ&RVWV
)7(
6WXGHQWV
SHU)7(




















6WDWH$LGSHU
)7( D










6WDWH$LG$ERYH%HORZ
5HSRUWHG9LUWXDO6FKRRO
2SHUDWLQJ&RVWV
3HU)7(










7RWDO










D 6WDWHDLGLQFOXGHVLQ%DVH6WDWH$LGSHU3XSLOSOXVDGGLWLRQDOIXQGLQJIRUORZRUKLJKHQUROOPHQW
E 7KH0XOOLQYLOOHVFKRROGLVWULFWVKDUHGYLUWXDOVWXGHQWVZLWKRWKHUGLVWULFWV H[SODLQHGIXUWKHULQ4XHVWLRQ UHVXOWLQJLQ
6WDWHDLGDERYHYLUWXDORSHUDWLQJFRVWRIRQO\IRUWKDWGLVWULFWLQ
F 7KH/DZUHQFHVFKRROGLVWULFWRSHUDWHVWZRYLUWXDOVFKRROV .
6RXUFH/3$DQDO\VLVRIIXQGLQJGDWDIURPWKH.DQVDV'HSDUWPHQWRI(GXFDWLRQDQGVHOIUHSRUWHGYLUWXDOVFKRROH[SHQGLWXUHV
IURPVFKRROGLVWULFWV

Service centers generally charged school districts an amount
equal to the Base State Aid Per Pupil of $4,257 for each virtual
student in 2005-06. Service centers operate several virtual schools
in Kansas, but they don’t directly receive State funding for their
virtual students. Instead, students are counted at the school districts
that “sent” them. That district receives the State aid for those
students, and in turn pays a fee to the service center to provide the
virtual education.
We asked service centers that operated five virtual schools what
they charged districts to provide virtual education in 2005-06. Two
schools reported charging school districts $3,400 per FTE student;
the other three schools charged $4,257 per FTE student, which was
the Base State Aid Per Pupil that year.
Although the Data Are
Limited, Virtual Students
Scored Lower on State
Assessments than
Traditional Students in
2005-06

As part of the federal No Child Left Behind Act, Kansas requires all
students in grades 3-8 to take Statewide assessment tests in math and
reading. In addition, 10th graders must take the math assessment
test, while 11th graders must take the reading assessment test. Nontraditional students—those who didn’t graduate with their peers
and are coming back to complete their high school diploma—aren’t
required to take assessment tests.
Virtual students have the same requirements. We collected the
2005-06 assessment test scores for math and reading from 11
virtual schools. We analyzed the proportion of students that met or
exceeded State standards, and compared those results to Statewide
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assessment outcomes. Figure 1-10 shows how elementary, middle,
and high school virtual school students compared to their Statewide
counterparts.
As the figure shows, except for middle school reading tests, the
Statewide student population outperformed virtual students.
However, the reader should be aware of two important limitations
regarding this information:
 The assessment data for virtual students are limited. We could
only collect about 700 assessment outcomes from virtual schools,
compared to about 466,000 test outcomes at the Statewide level. The
small number of virtual assessment outcomes was exacerbated by
the fact that the results for about 190 virtual students (which would
have added about 300 testing outcomes) in Basehor-Linwood were
lost because of a computer problem at the Center for Educational
Testing and Evaluation (CETE), the organization that is responsible for
gathering and maintaining the testing data.
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 The student populations may not be comparable. Many virtual
schools target students who are struggling or have dropped out
of school. These students are likely to perform worse on State
assessments than the general student population.

In addition to comparing assessment outcomes, we also tried to
compare graduation rates between virtual students and traditional
students. However, graduation rates for virtual students currently
aren’t available because not enough time has lapsed to have
students go through all four years at most virtual high schools
and actually graduate. Even in situations where a virtual school
has existed long enough, students may not attend all four highschool years at a virtual school, essentially switching between the
traditional and virtual alternatives.
CONCLUSION:

Virtual schools have grown tremendously over the last decade—
from 63 students in 1998-99 to more than 2,000 students in the
current school year. All indications are that they will only become
more prevalent in the future. This development could have big
implications for educational funding. As this audit showed, it costs
schools less to operate a virtual program, but they get the same
amount for virtual students as for traditional students. Also, by
attracting some student populations who previously weren’t part of
the pubic school system, legislators will want to stay ahead of the
growth curve, and consider policy implications for how the State
funds virtual students.
The growth of the virtual student population also has implications
for educational quality. Unfortunately, there is not much
information on how these students perform academically, and the
data that are available suggest those students don’t perform as well
as traditional students on State assessment tests. We don’t know if
that’s a function of the quality of education being provided through
virtual schools, the types of students enrolling in those schools, or
some other factors. But these data do suggest policymakers will
need to watch this area closely as virtual schools will play a more
prominent role in Kansas’ public school system in the future.
All of the recommendations for this report can be found at the end
of Question 2.
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Question 2: Do the Laws and Regulations that Govern Virtual Schools in
Kansas Provide Sufficient Oversight, and How Do They
Compare To Those Adopted by Other States?
ANSWER IN BRIEF: The Department of Education has developed a set of comprehensive
policies for general oversight of virtual schools, which have been
recognized as some of the strongest in the country. However, the
Department generally isn’t following the processes it has established
to implement these oversight policies. In addition, many specific
risks inherent in operating virtual schools aren’t adequately
addressed, especially at the State level. The Mullinville school
district’s practice of “giving” virtual students to nearby districts isn’t
allowed by law, and highlights the need for more stringent oversight
measures. These and related findings are discussed in the sections
that follow.
The Department Has
Developed Good Policies
For General Oversight
Of Virtual Schools,
But Often Doesn’t
Follow Them

This section focuses on Kansas’ general oversight of virtual
schools—how they’re approved, funded, and monitored. The more
specific risks inherent to virtual schools are discussed in a later
section.
The Department of Education has established comprehensive
policies and procedures to provide general oversight of virtual
schools. Relatively few statutes govern virtual schools in Kansas.
State law clearly defines what constitutes a virtual school—K-12
courses offered through distance-learning technologies (primarily the
Internet) that are available to students at any time and in any place. It
also prohibits funding for virtual students who don’t live in Kansas.
Beyond what’s specified in law, the Department has adopted a
number of policies for general oversight of virtual schools:
 To be eligible to receive State funding, virtual schools must
register with the Department of Education. Virtual schools don’t
have to register, but since 2004-05 they’ve been required to register to
receive State aid. To become registered, virtual schools must fill out an
annual registration form. The 2005-06 form required virtual schools to
respond to requirements in the following areas:
 Teaching and Curriculum—Virtual courses had to be aligned
with State standards and could only be taught by licensed and
certified teachers. Teachers had to be readily available to answer
questions, and a back-up plan had to be in place for times when the
teacher wasn’t available to students.
 Accountability for Student Achievement—Students were required
to take Statewide reading and math assessments. In addition,
high school students were required to take proctored final exams to
complete each course.
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 Equity and Access—Virtual schools had to develop a policy for
providing special education services.
In addition, Department’s process is to conduct an initial on-site visit
of each virtual school to complete the registration process. The visit
is supposed to ensure that the school actually follows the guidelines
spelled out in its registration application.

 Virtual schools have to submit an annual report so the
Department can monitor their growth and performance. The
annual reports are used to collect information on how many students
each virtual school served, and how those students performed on
State assessment tests in math and reading.

The policies and procedures the Department had in place
in 2005-06 were recognized as some of the strongest in the
country. To compare the level of oversight Kansas has established
to that of other states, we reviewed an annual comprehensive
research report that summarizes the oversight policies for online learning education programs in all 50 states. This report is
entitled, Keeping Pace with K-12 Online Learning: A Review of
State-Level Policy and Practice.
The 2006 edition of the report identified 22 states that—like
Kansas—provided or administered their on-line programs at the
district-level. Our analysis of the policies reported for those 22
states showed the following:
 Seven states had strong, comprehensive oversight policies



(Kansas, Minnesota, Oklahoma, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Texas, and
Washington)
Five states had less comprehensive policies (Arizona, Montana,
Nevada, Ohio, and New Hampshire)
10 states had very weak or no policies (Indiana, Nebraska,
Tennessee, Alaska, Connecticut, Massachusetts, New Mexico, New
York, Vermont, and Wyoming)

Appendix C includes a more detailed description of the oversight
polices for each of the 22 states with district-level on-line
programs.
The report’s authors had the following comments on the general
oversight policies and procedures adopted in Kansas:
“The Kansas State Department of Education (KSDE) has perhaps
the most-developed and well-documented system for tracking
online programs of any state in the country…”
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Regarding the practice of performing an on-site visit prior to final
approval, the authors wrote:
“…this type of process, with a formal review of individual programs
against established guidelines, is rare.”
Kansas’ actual oversight of virtual schools is weak, because
the Department often hasn’t carried out the policies it has
established. We found several areas where the Department hasn’t
adhered to those oversight policies and procedures:
 The Department had lost track of which virtual schools were
registered. At the beginning of the audit, Department staff who
oversee virtual schools told us the 26 virtual schools listed on the
Department’s website constituted all the virtual schools in Kansas.
While compiling records for us to review, they found registration
records for two additional virtual schools that were new this year, but
that staff had not been aware of. One potential reason why: there’s
no formal end to the registration process—such as a letter or other
form of notification or approval. It was difficult for Department staff to
figure out if the two additional schools were registered or not.

 More than 60% of the registration forms for the current school
year were missing. It’s through these forms that the Department
finds out how each virtual school plans to address a variety of issues
related to the quality of education the school provides. When we
looked for the completed registration forms for each virtual school over
the last three school years, almost half the forms were missing (32 of
65), including more than 60% (17 of 28) for the current school year.

 In addition, the current due date for the registration forms is
August 15—just before the start of school. Even if Department’s
staff set out to thoroughly review the registrations and visit the schools,
there’s not much time before the schools start enrolling students.
This is especially problematic with new virtual schools that have no
experience offering a virtual education.

 The Department hadn’t conducted many of the on-site visits. The
purpose of these visits is to help ensure that virtual schools actually
do what they’ve described on their registration forms. In 2006-07,
six new virtual schools registered with the Department; none of them
had received an on-site visit before they began enrolling students in
August. Overall, the Department had documentation on file for on-site
visits at only two schools. Nine other districts indicated on their most
recent annual report that they’d received a visit, but the Department
had no documentation for those visits.

 The Department doesn’t have reliable data to monitor virtual
schools. The Department requires each virtual school to submit an
annual report showing enrollment and the performance of its students
on the Statewide reading and math assessments. These data are
supposed to be used to monitor the size and performance of virtual
schools.
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 Many of the annual reports were missing or incomplete. Over the last
two years, 6 of 37 annual reports that should have been submitted to
the Department were missing. Of the 31 reports that were submitted,
20 were missing data.
 The data reported on the annual reports were inconsistent. For
example, the Olathe virtual school reported it had 371 virtual students
on its 2005-06 annual report, even though only four of those students
met the State’s “anytime, anyplace” definition of virtual education (most
of the students simply were participating in web-based courses during
a set time at school).
Collecting virtual enrollment and performance information through the
Departments’ KIDS tracking system would be more efficient, but the
database currently isn’t equipped to do so. This is further explained below.
The Department’s Primary Student Database
Can’t Be Used To Identify Most Virtual Students
In 2005, the Department of Education started developing the Kansas Individual Data on Students (KIDS) collection system
in an effort to count students for funding purposes and to meet reporting requirements of the federal “No Child Left Behind”
Act. This student-level record system was first used in the 2005-06 school year, and allows the Department to gather
more accurate student data in a more timely fashion.
The KIDS system collects core data for every student, such as the student’s name, date of birth, and the school in which
they are enrolled. KIDS also collects additional information that is used to determine each district’s funding, and to
meet State and federal reporting requirements. Because each student receives a unique, randomly generated State
identification number, this system makes it possible to track students throughout the K-12 system—something that wasn’t
possible before.
While KIDS is a tremendous leap forward in how the Department collects data, the database doesn’t contain information
that would allow the Department to easily identify virtual students. As a result, only students who attend a separately
accredited virtual charter school can be identified through the system. In 2006-07, only seven virtual schools were
separately accredited (the other 21 were either programs within another school, or were run by a service center). These
seven schools account for less than 36% of the total Statewide virtual enrollment. Department officials told us they will try
to address this issue in the near future.

Many of the Specific
Risks Inherent in
Operating Virtual Schools
Aren’t Adequately
Addressed, Especially
At the State Level

Virtual schools are in many ways qualitatively different from traditional
schools—students work from their own homes, on their own schedules,
and without direct supervision from teachers. As a result, there are
some specific, inherent risks with virtual schools that don’t really exist
with traditional schools. In this section, we evaluate how well the
Department and local districts have addressed these risks.
The inherent risks we identified by reviewing the education literature
and audits in other states, and by talking to experts and officials
involved with virtual education, generally fell into two categories:
 risks school districts should directly address, with oversight provided by
the Department of Education

 risks the Department should directly address
These risks are summarized in the first column on Figure 2-1.
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The Department hasn’t provided sufficient oversight to help ensure
that districts address the inherent risks associated with the quality of
virtual schools. Because virtual schools have far less direct contact
with students than traditional schools, steps need to be taken to ensure
that the quality of a virtual education doesn’t suffer. Districts that
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operate virtual schools ultimately are responsible for the quality of
their programs, but the Department of Education has an important
oversight responsibility to establish policies and provide sufficient
guidance to ensure that quality issues are adequately addressed.
We interviewed Department officials and reviewed the Department’s
virtual school registration form to identify the level of oversight and
guidance the State was providing. We also interviewed officials from
five virtual schools (Basehor-Linwood, Elkhart, Lawrence, Wichita,
and the Education Services and Staff Development Association of
Central Kansas) to find out whether they had established adequate
policies and procedures at the local level. Our results are summarized
in the second and third columns of Figure 2-1.
As the figure shows, the Department has established adequate
oversight policies in only two of the eight risk areas we identified.
The five local districts we reviewed appeared to have adopted policies
and procedures that adequately address all but one of the risk areas
(three of the districts don’t have strong enough policies to ensure that
teachers know how to teach on-line courses).
For the 2006-07 school year, the Department relaxed or eliminated
several requirements that used to provide good guidance to
virtual schools on how to address many risk areas. According
to Department staff, an advisory board composed of officials from
several virtual schools and the Department reviewed the registration
process and recommended streamlining the registration form. The
changes adopted by the Department significantly reduced the amount
of information collected on the form and relaxed or eliminated
requirements in the following areas:
 Testing—the Department eliminated the requirement that virtual high
school students take proctored finals.

 Student attendance—the Department eliminated the requirement
that virtual schools must show how they ensure students had
“regular engagement in the program.” That requirement had helped
identify students who didn’t meet the State’s mandatory attendance
requirements for students under age 16.

 Training—the Department relaxed the requirement that virtual schools’
certified staff had to be trained in on-line teaching. The 2006-07
registration form only requires virtual schools to describe how their staff
training needs are determined, tracked, and evaluated.

 Availability of teachers—the Department relaxed the requirement that
virtual schools had to ensure teachers were available within a 24hour turnaround period for questions. The 2006-07 form only requires
schools to describe “what opportunities exist for students to receive
ongoing feedback.”
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The Department hasn’t directly addressed the risk that districts
could manipulate virtual schools for financial gain. Because
virtual students don’t physically attend the school, it’s easier for
virtual schools to move or “create” students to benefit them financially
or in other ways. We interviewed Department officials and reviewed
any policies and procedures they had established to determine if these
potential risk areas had been adequately addressed. Our results are
summarized in Figure 2-2.
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As the figure shows, the Department has addressed only one of the
seven risk areas we identified—ensuring that students who attend both
virtual schools and brick-and-mortar schools aren’t double-counted
for funding purposes. Here are some additional details about some of
the risk areas that haven’t been addressed:
 The Department has no way to ensure that virtual students who
live outside Kansas aren’t funded. State law limits funding for virtual
schools to those students who live in Kansas. The Department’s KIDS
tracking system contains a lot of information about students, but doesn’t
collect student addresses. As a result, there’s no easy way for its
auditors to identify out-of-State students who shouldn’t be funded.
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During this audit, we identified three virtual school students whose
addresses were outside Kansas. Two of those students had moved
out of State after the September count date—under State law these
students were eligible for funding. The third student lived in Colorado
the entire time, and should never have been counted for funding
purposes. The Department’s audit director told us the student will be
removed from that district’s enrollment.

 Virtual schools have an incentive to recruit “non-graded” adult
students because they receive funding for them but aren’t
responsible for their performance. Almost 19% of the students
enrolled in virtual schools are adults who have dropped out and are
returning to work on their high school diploma (overall, only 1% of all
traditional students in Kansas are adults). Under current State law,
adult students pursuing their high school diploma are fully funded just
like other K-12 students. However, these students aren’t required
to take Statewide reading and math assessments. If they drop out
of the virtual school, do on-line coursework sporadically (or not at all
after the enrollment count date), do poorly on those courses, or enroll
repeatedly year after year, the district still receives full funding for
them.
During this audit, we reviewed attendance records for 20 non-graded
virtual students who were counted as full-time or nearly full-time
students (.8 or more) for funding purposes. (To be counted as a
full-time student, they had to have worked on their coursework for
six hours on two separate days between start of school and October
4.) Almost two-thirds of the students worked on line less than twice a
week (although they may have done some homework off line). Two
students spent less than two hours a week on line. In addition, we
noted that one student only worked for the two required count days,
and three other students only worked on line three times during
the time period we reviewed. This kind of spotty attendance raises
questions about the appropriateness of funding them as full-time
students.

 Because students are “virtual” and can enroll from anywhere
in the State, it would be easier for districts to manipulate them
for funding or testing purposes. Such transactions are easier in
a virtual school environment than in a traditional school because
they involve changing only the paper record, not physically moving a
student. For example, districts could “give” or “trade” virtual school
students to other districts to generate additional funding, offset the
effects of declining enrollments, or affect test results. Our audit
findings in this area are discussed in the following section.

Mullinville’s Practice of
“Giving” Its Virtual
Students to Nearby Districts
Isn’t Allowed by Law, and
Highlights the Need for
Better Oversight of
Virtual Schools
22

As Figure 2-2 showed, the Department hadn’t developed policies
and procedures to address a number of the risks inherent with
virtual schools because it simply hadn’t envisioned them happening.
Although such risks may seem remote, we identified a situation in
the Mullinville school district that shows these risks can be real. It
highlights the need for strong oversight policies and procedures to
try to prevent problems from occurring, and to detect and correct
them if they do occur. That situation is discussed in this section.
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Most students enrolled in the Mullinville virtual school should
have been counted for funding purposes in the Mullinville
district, because that’s the district they attended. The Mullinville
school district in southwest Kansas started a virtual school in 200102 (The 21st Century Learning Academy), and contracted with the
Southwest Plains Regional Service Center to operate it.
Most students enrolled in Mullinville’s virtual school live in the
southwest region of the State, but some live as far north and east
as Salina, and Emporia. In 2006-07, 121.0 full-time-equivalent
students attended the Mullinville virtual school, as compared to the
district’s total enrollment of 149.7 FTE students.
For funding purposes, State law allows students to be counted in
only one of two ways:
 In general, students should be counted in the district where they
attend school. This includes both students who attend school in their
home district, and students who attend a different district than where
they live (including students who “attend” a virtual school in a different
part of the State).

 In special circumstances, students can be counted where they
live, and not where they attend school. Because many districts
in the State are too small to support the full range of grades (K-12),
there’s a provision in statute that allows them to have some of their
students attend school in a different district but still count as part
of their enrollment. This only applies if the local boards of the two
districts enter into an inter-district agreement to share education
services.

In general, Mullinville’s virtual students should be counted in the
Mullinville district’s enrollment count for funding purposes. The
one exception is for virtual students who live in Haviland. That’s
because the Haviland and Mullinville school boards entered into an
inter-district agreement to combine services for their high-school
students. According to the agreement, Mullinville counts its high
school students even if they attend the Haviland brick-and-mortar
high school, while Haviland counts its high school students even if
they attend Mullinville’s virtual school.
Over the last five years, the Mullinville school district has
“given” a total of 130 of its virtual students to three nearby
districts to count as their students for funding purposes. During
this audit, the Superintendent of the Mullinville school district told
us he had “shared” the district’s virtual students with three nearby
districts—Comanche County, Pawnee Heights, and Haviland.
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These districts had essentially no role in educating the virtual
students they received; they simply added them to their enrollment
counts. According to the Superintendent, Mullinville provided these
districts with a list of student names, and supporting attendance
documentation necessary to pass the Department’s enrollment audit.
During our visit to the Mullinville school district, the school board
President told us he was aware of this practice.
Figure 2-3 shows the number of virtual students the Mullinville
school district has shared with the other three districts over the years.
As the figure shows, the number of virtual students Mullinville
has given to these three districts has grown from 16.0 to 33.4 FTE
students since 2002-03. During that same time, the number of its
virtual school students that Mullinville kept has ranged from 43.3 to
100.5 FTE students.
In comparing where these virtual students lived with the districts
they were “given” to, we found the following:
 Most of these students didn’t come from the districts Mullinville
gave them to. For example, of the 33.4 FTE students Mullinville
gave to these three districts in 2006-07, only 3.7 of them lived in the
districts they were given to. The location of these students is shown
in the maps in Figure 2-4 on page 26. Some of the virtual students
Mullinville gave to these other districts lived as far away as Salina to
the east, and Tribune to the west.
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 Contrary to the inter-district agreement between Mullinville and
Haviland mentioned earlier, none of Mullinville’s virtual students
who resided in Haviland were counted at Haviland. Under that
agreement, students from Haviland attending the Mullinville virtual
school should have been counted in Haviland. However, Mullinville
gave one of the three students to Pawnee Heights, and counted the
other two students (totaling 0.4 FTE students) in its own 2006-07
enrollment. As Figure 2-4 shows, Mullinville did give Haviland 8.8
FTE students who lived elsewhere.

We also noted that the virtual school students Mullinville gave
away were mostly “non-graded” students—adult students
working on their high school diplomas who aren’t required to take
Statewide reading and math assessments. Out of the 33.4 FTE
students shared in 2006-07, only one student (0.3 FTE) would have
been required to take a Statewide assessment. The Mullinville
Superintendent told us he felt his district should be responsible
for any virtual school student who needed to be tested, and he
distributed the virtual students accordingly.
The three receiving districts got all the State aid those students
generated, and kept what was left after paying a fee to the
Service Center. All four districts (including Mullinville) paid
Southwest Plains Regional Service Center an amount equal to the
Base State Aid Per Pupil for each of the virtual students included in
their enrollment counts. They kept the remainder, which included
any low-enrollment, at-risk, or other funding these students
generated.
That additional amount can be significant, especially for a small
school district. As Figure 2-3 showed, Haviland, Comanche,
and Pawnee Heights received between $2,066 and $3,552 per
FTE student in low-enrollment weighting in 2006-07. By adding
Mullinville’s virtual students to their enrollment counts, these
districts gained a total of $17,000 to $57,000, also shown in the
figure.
When we brought this situation to the Department’s attention,
Department officials told us that while it’s not reasonable or
practical to adjust these districts’ enrollments and funding for
2006-07, they won’t allow any sharing of virtual students in the
upcoming school year.
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The Mullinville Superintendent cited a number of financial and
other reasons for giving some of the district’s virtual school
students to other districts. He told us he gave virtual students to
these three districts to count in their enrollments for the following
reasons:
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 He realized early on that the Mullinville district didn’t need
all the funding its virtual school enrollment was generating.
Enrollment in Mullinville’s virtual school had grown from 22.0 FTE
students in 2001-02 to 121.0 FTE students in 2006-07. If it had kept
the 33.4 virtual students it gave away in 2006-07, Mullinville would
have received $3,809 for each student after paying SWPRSC for
its services—a total of $127,221. That’s 7% of this district’s $1.8
million budget for that year.

 “Giving” away some of the Mullinville virtual school’s “excess”
enrollment allowed him to help other districts financially. For
example, he noted that the virtual students he “gave” Haviland
helped Haviland pay the costs it incurred for educating Mullinville’s
high school students under the inter-district agreement the two
districts have.
In addition, for the 2006-07 school year, the Superintendent
significantly increased the number of virtual students he gave to
Pawnee Heights to help offset the large enrollment decline Pawnee
Heights experienced this year.

 He was compensating two of the districts for not opening
their own virtual schools in the area. According to officials from
Mullinville and Southwest Plains Regional Service Center, both
Comanche County and Pawnee Heights had voiced an interest
in opening their own virtual schools for adult students in the past.
Officials from the Service Center had concerns about the area’s
ability to support more than one school, and Mullinville ended up
agreeing to provide some of its virtual enrollment to these districts.

 He initially indicated he was trying to give each district “back”
the number of virtual students who lived in these districts
general areas. The Superintendent told us his method of sharing
students involved figuring out how many students came from each
of the three districts and their surrounding areas, and then assigning
that number of students back to the districts. We compared the
home addresses of the Mullinville virtual students to the number of
students he gave to each district and found that this explanation
didn’t hold true.

 He said Department of Education officials had expressed
concerns that the district’s virtual enrollment had surpassed
its brick-and-mortar enrollment. The Superintendent told us he
felt he was being encouraged to take some action. By giving some
of his virtual students to other districts, it brought Mullinville’s virtual
school and traditional school enrollments more into balance.

The Superintendent also told us he had offered to give other
districts some of Mullinville’s “excess” virtual students, but said
none of them had been interested.

PERFORMANCE AUDIT REPORT
Legislative Division of Post Audit
07PA09 April 2007

27

Allowing districts to decide where virtual students are counted
creates the risk that districts could manipulate State funding
and assessment results. In auditing school district enrollments, the
Department of Education’s focus has been on ensuring that students
aren’t double-counted. The Department’s auditors were aware of
Mullinville’s practice of “sharing” virtual students, but indicated that,
because those students weren’t being double-counted, they didn’t
investigate the legality of the practice.
The Mullinville Superintendent’s practice of giving virtual students
to other districts for funding purposes was not allowed by law, but
it did not appear to us to be intended to financially benefit either the
Superintendent or the Mullinville district. Nonetheless, this situation
shows some of the ways districts could take advantage of their ability
to readily move virtual students from district to district:
 Districts could manipulate funding by placing virtual students in
districts where they will generate more State aid. Because smaller
districts are more expensive to operate on a per-student basis than larger
districts, they receive an additional low-enrollment funding through the
State aid formula based on a sliding scale (the smaller the district, the
greater the amount of low-enrollment funding). In 2006-07, the smallest
districts in Kansas could receive up to $4,376 per student because of low
enrollment in addition to the $4,316 in Base State Aid Per Pupil.
If a district operating a virtual school wanted to manipulate funding to
generate more State aid, it could give some of its virtual students to one
or more smaller districts (with significant low-enrollment funding) who
agree to share the additional aid they receive. That wasn’t the case
in Mullinville. In fact, Mullinville is smaller than any of the other three
districts it gave virtual students to. As a result, the State actually would
have paid more in State aid overall for these virtual students if Mullinville
hadn’t shared them.

 Districts could manipulate funding by simulating declines in
enrollment. The school finance formula includes a declining enrollment
provision to reduce the impact on districts’ State aid when enrollment
levels drop, as they have been doing for years in many parts of the State.
This provision allows districts to base their funding either on the current
year’s enrollment, on the prior year’s enrollment, or on the average
enrollment over the last three years—whichever is greatest. Because
of the first two provisions, districts will always get to count at least the
higher of the last two years, meaning enrollments only need to peak
every other year.
If a district operating a virtual school wanted to manipulate funding to
generate more State aid, it could give a portion of its virtual students to
another district every other year—enhancing that district’s funding without
hurting its own. Again, the additional State aid could then be shared by
the two districts. This situation is demonstrated in Figure 2-5.
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We analyzed enrollment levels for the Mullinville, Haviland, Comanche
County, and Pawnee Heights school districts, and saw no evidence that
Mullinville was sharing its virtual students to simulate declines in enrollment.
However, in 2006-07 the Mullinville Superintendent did cut Haviland’s
allotment by 13.1 FTE while giving Pawnee Heights an additional 9.3 FTE
students to help make up financially for the district’s significant enrollment
drop that year.

 Districts could manipulate “adequate yearly progress” results by
trading strong- or poor-performing virtual students. Under the federal
No Child Left Behind Act, schools are required to make adequate yearly
progress (AYP) toward the overall goal of having 100% of all students pass
Statewide reading and math assessments. Because failure to make AYP
can result in progressively stronger sanctions against a school (ranging from
requiring them to provide supplemental services to eventually shutting down
the school), making AYP has become very important to school districts.
If districts are allowed to trade their virtual students unchecked, they could
manipulate these AYP results. This could happen between two districts, or
within a single district that has more than one school at a particular grade
level.
We didn’t see this in Mullinville. As noted earlier, the Superintendent only
gave away “non-graded” students, because he thought the district educating
these students (Mullinville) also should be responsible for testing them.
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The situation in Mullinville demonstrates what can happen when
adequate oversight is lacking. In the time allowed for this audit, we
couldn’t determine whether other districts are involved in similar
practices.
CONCLUSION:

Virtual education is a growing alternative to traditional schooling,
with the potential to provide educational opportunities to a variety of
students, including many who currently are outside the public school
system. The fact that students don’t have to be physically present
to attend a virtual school gives this form of education a tremendous
amount of flexibility—students can go to school at anytime and in
anyplace. Unfortunately, when students don’t have to be physically
present, it also creates certain risks to both the quality of the student’s
education, and to the integrity of the public school system as a whole.
As this audit has shown, this form of education presents many
challenges which have not yet gotten sufficient attention from
the Department or the Legislature. In addition, districts with a
virtual population can manipulate the student counts to result
in inappropriate funding, which can undermine the faith and
confidence in the system. To preserve the integrity and promise
of this alternative form of education, and to ensure that funding
for this virtual student population is based on sound policy and
practice, the Legislature and the Department of Education will need
to take stringent measures to address inherent risks to minimize the
opportunities for abuse.

RECOMMENDATIONS: FOR THE LEGISLATURE
1. To ensure that the State’s funding and oversight of virtual
schools are based on sound policies and practices that help
preserve the quality of virtual education and minimize the
opportunities for abuse, the Legislative Post Audit Committee
should ask the Legislative Coordinating Council to authorize
an interim study of virtual education in Kansas. Among other
things, this interim study should address the following issues:
a. Whether the State should control the growth of virtual
schools by limiting the number of virtual schools that can
receive State funding (e.g., in total, by region, by type of
school, etc.).
b. Whether the current system for funding virtual schools
ensures that the State funds them adequately but doesn’t
overcompensate districts for virtual education. Options to
consider might include:
30

PERFORMANCE AUDIT REPORT
Legislative Division of Post Audit
07PA09 April 2007

i. limiting the funding for virtual school students to the
Base State Aid Per Pupil.
ii. changing the process for counting virtual students to
use the average attendance in the month of September
in order to minimize the risk that part-time students are
overcounted.
iii. removing virtual schools from the school finance
formula and funding them through a separate grant
program.
c. Whether allowing virtual school programs to operate
within existing accredited schools sufficiently ensures their
quality, or whether all virtual schools should be required to
become separately accredited as charter schools.
d. Whether the current system holds school districts
sufficiently accountable for the quality of education they
provide to adult students who don’t take Statewide reading
and math assessment tests.
e. Whether the requirements for school attendance, currently
laid out in K.S.A. 72-1113, are applicable to virtual
students, or should be adjusted.

FOR THE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION
2. To help ensure that virtual schools sufficiently address the
inherent risks with virtual schools that we identified on page
19 of this report, the Department of Education should do the
following:
a. establish requirements or develop guidance for how virtual
schools should address each of the risk areas.
b. require virtual schools to describe the policies and
procedures they’ve adopted to address each of the risk areas
as part of their registration application.
c. perform an initial on-site visit to all newly registered virtual
schools to verify that they have implemented the policies
and procedures described in the registration application.
Staff should visit established schools periodically to
help ensure that they continue to address the risk areas
adequately.
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d. once the Department has determined that a virtual school
has met all requirements, it should formally notify the
school that its registration has been approved.
e. change the due date for the registration application to give
Department staff enough time to thoroughly review the
application and perform the initial on-site visit.
f. ensure that all registration forms are submitted on time, and
are properly filed with the Department.
To help ensure there are sufficient staff and resources available
to implement the recommendations above, the Department could
consider streamlining the registration process by developing a
multi-year registration. Under such a process, virtual schools
could be required to complete a comprehensive application and
undergo an on-site visit in the first year of each registration
cycle, while only completing an abbreviated application in
the intervening years. If a streamlined process isn’t possible,
or if it won’t free up enough resources to implement the
recommendations, the Department should identify and request
funding for any additional staff or resources it needs.
3. To improve its ability to monitor the growth and performance
of virtual schools, the Department should do the following:
a. modify the Kansas Individual Data on Students (KIDS)
system to include the information that would allow it to
readily identify virtual students, their FTE enrollment
count, and associated State math and reading assessment
scores. At a minimum, that information should include a
field showing the virtual school the student attended.
b. until the KIDS system is modified, continue to collect
virtual school information through the annual report, but
revise the form so schools receive sufficient instruction
on how to complete the report correctly, and make certain
schools submit fully completed reports in a timely fashion.
4. To improve the Department’s process of determining accurate
funding for virtual school students, it should do the following:
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a. count virtual students for funding purposes either in the
district they attend, or the one in which they live (if there
is a legal inter-district agreement, as specified in K.S.A.
72-8233). The Department also should notify all school
districts of this clarification.
b. modify the KIDS database to include each student’s home
address so Department auditors can ensure that school
districts don’t receive funding for out-of-State virtual
students.

FOR THE MULLINVILLE SCHOOL DISTRICT
5. To bring its enrollment practices in line with State law, the
Mullinville school district should end its practice of giving
students who attend the 21st Century Learning Academy
to other school districts to count as part of those districts’
enrollments, unless it is giving those students back to the
district in which they live under the authority of a legal interdistrict agreement (as specified in K.S.A. 72-8233).
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APPENDIX A
SCOPE STATEMENT
This appendix contains the scope statement approved by the 2010 Commission for this audit on
November 13, 2006. The audit was requested by Representative Colloton.
K-12 Education: Reviewing Issues Related to Virtual Schools
Virtual schooling is one of the fastest growing trends in education. Virtual schools allow
students to take K-12 courses over the Internet or through another web-based method, without
physically being present in a classroom. Such schools offer flexibility to students to enroll in
hard-to-find courses or complete courses on their own time schedule. According to the Kansas
Department of Education, 18 school districts and four service centers offered virtual coursework
for K-12 students in 2005-06.
Recently, some legislators have expressed concerns about the prevalence of virtual schools and
the State’s oversight over such schools. This school district performance audit would answer the
following questions:
1. How prevalent are virtual schools in Kansas, what do they cost, and how have their
students performed? To answer this question, we would identify the virtual public schools
in Kansas and use Department of Education enrollment data to determine how many students
have participated in those schools over the last several years. We would review school
district accounting records to determine how much the virtual schools cost to operate as
compared to traditional schools. Finally, we would compare the State assessment results and
graduation rates of students who participate in virtual schools in Kansas to the performance
of students in traditional schools.
2. Do the laws and regulations that govern virtual schools in Kansas provide sufficient
oversight, and how do they compare to those adopted by other states? To answer this
question, we would review the State laws, regulations, and Department of Education polices
that govern the operation of virtual schools in Kansas. We would also review the education
literature to identify any best practices for regulating virtual schools, and contact officials
from a sample of other states to understand how virtual schools operate in those states. We
would compare Kansas’ laws and regulations to the best practices and the systems in the
other states to determine if Kansas’ system provides sufficient oversight.

Estimated Resources: 3 staff (8-10 weeks)
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APPENDIX B
History of the Number of Virtual Schools and their FTE Student Enrollment
This appendix contains a complete list of virtual FTE enrollment by virtual school from the
1998-99 to the 2006-07 school year. The data was compiled from self-reported FTE enrollment
data virtual schools reported to us.
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APPENDIX C
Summary of State Policies on Virtual Schools
This appendix shows our summary of the 2006 research report, Keeping Pace with K-12 Online
Learning: A Review of State-Level Policy and Practice by John Watson and Jennifer Ryan. The
complete report is available through Learning Point Associates Publications
(www.learningpt.org).
The authors identified 22 states with district-level online education programs, including Kansas.
We’ve summarized the information for these states and grouped them based on how strong and
comprehensive their online policies and practices were.
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APPENDIX D
Agency Responses
On April 6, 2007 we provided copies of the draft to the Department of Education.
We also provided sections of the draft pertaining to the Mullinville virtual school to the
superintendents of the Comanche County, Pawnee Heights, and Haviland school districts. The
responses we received from the Department and the Mullinville school district are included in
this appendix. The other school districts chose not to respond.
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Mrs. Barbara J. Hinton
Page 2
April 12, 2007

RECOMMENDATION: Once the Department has determined that a virtual school has
met all requirements, it should formally notify the school that its registration has been
approved.
RESPONSE: State Department of Education staff will prepare and send notification to
each virtual school that complies with this recommendation.
RECOMMENDATION: The State Department of Education should change the due date
for the registration application to give Department staff enough time to thoroughly review
the application and perform the initial on-site visit.
RESPONSE: We concur with this recommendation. It will be reviewed in the immediate
future and changes will be in place for the 2007-08 school year.
RECOMMENDATION: The State Department of Education should ensure that all
registration forms are submitted on time, and are properly filed with the Department.
RESPONSE: State Department of Education staff will not approve the opening of any
virtual school until all requirements have been fulfilled in the established timeframe.
RECOMMENDATION: The State Department of Education should modify the Kansas
Individual Data on Students (KIDS) system to include the information that would allow it
to readily identify virtual students, their FTE enrollment count, and associated State math
and reading assessment scores. At a minimum, that information should include a field
showing the virtual school the student attended.
RESPONSE: We concur with this recommendation.
RECOMMENDATION: Until the KIDS system is modified, the State Department of
Education should continue to collect virtual school information through the annual report,
but revise the form so schools receive sufficient instruction on how to complete the report
correctly, and make certain schools submit fully completed reports in a timely fashion.
RESPONSE: The Department of Education will modify the annual report to include
instructions for completion of the report to collect the information necessary for evaluating
the programs. Every effort will be made to ensure that districts comply with the designated
timelines.
RECOMMENDATION: The State Department of Education should count virtual
students for funding purposes either in the district they attend, or the one in which they live
(if there is a legal inter-district agreement, as specified in K.S.A. 72-9233). The
Department should notify all school districts of this clarification.
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