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A. Introduction (return to contents)
Spring Hill School District’s desire to open a Virtual School is commendable, given Virtual Schools have limited support in the State of Maryland in comparison to other schools nationally (Watson, et. al., 2011). I appreciate the confidence you have shown in requesting my recommendations on the decision. 

The district is in a perfect position to make a move in this direction, and planning will be one of the most important components of such an endeavor. This recommendation will briefly discuss five core concepts to consider. More in-depth research and discussion is encouraged before final decisions are made which will save time and money in the long run. 

A brief two-minute presentation will be provided at the end of this formal proposal to illustrate key aspects of the recommendations to teachers, parents and other stakeholders. This presentation will assist ina creating common dialogue regarding the many opportunities for growth regarding a Virtual School.

B. MISSION STATEMENT (return to contents)
Vision for Spring Hill
As vast and complex as creating the Virtual School for the Spring Hill School District may be, it is important to narrow it down to a concise Mission Statement to gain clarity, and focus on the primary goals of the Virtual School. It is my suggestion the schools focus first on the primary instructional needs expressed to me:

· catch-up courses - courses where students passed, but need review to be successful in the next related course

· credit recovery courses - courses where students have failed and need to make up the credit to be promoted

· enrichment courses - AP or other classes where instructors are not available at all campuses (SREB, 2008)
Projected future growth in the Virtual School will be possible once these areas have been implemented successfully, and their value demonstrated to the community.
Mission Statement
An alternative Virtual School blended with face-to-face classroom experiences, which will effectively use innovative technological resources and highly trained staff to assist our students in their academic growth.
C. Virtual Schools in the U.S. (return to contents)
National Trends

In a climate of educational reform and technological innovation, Spring Hill School District’s desire to open a Virtual School is right on target with current trends. The Executive Summary section of Keeping Pace 2011states “Growth within single district programs—run by one district for that district’s students—is outpacing all other segments” (Watson, et. al., 2011). Likewise, the blended mode of instruction Spring Hill is considering falls in line with national developments where “Most district programs are blended, instead of fully online” (Watson, et. al., 2011). 

State of Maryland Trends

At the current time, only five of Maryland’s 24 counties plus Baltimore City, offer online, virtual schooling. Spring Hill’s neighbors, Anne Arundel and Baltimore Counties are included within these five (Watson, et. al., 2011). Though Spring Hill desires to provide free, public instruction, existing Virtual School course offerings are currently fee-based ranging from$25 to $800 per course. It is an advantage to initiate the Virtual School as a blended learning module, since courses which are more than 80% online require Maryland Department of Education approval (Watson, et. al., 2011). The full updated report is provided at Keeping Pace 2011-Maryland Data and Information (Watson, et. al., 2011).

D. FIVE core criteria for structure (return to contents)
Previous communications with Spring Hill School District have already demonstrated the following five core criteria are crucial considerations for a successful launch of a Virtual School. 

· Administration - Who will be running the school?

· Students to be Served - What segment of the student population is being served?

· Resources - What equipment and materials will be required?

· Structure of Courses - How will courses be structured?

· Teachers and Training - Who will teach, and how will they receive training?

E. JUSTIFICATION (return to contents)
Administration

As with a brick and mortar school, it is important for a Virtual School to have an appropriate administration. Many of the administrative considerations of a classroom-based school are shared with Virtual Schools. 

Moore and Kearsley provide a comprehensive list of considerations specific to Virtual Schools on the administrative level in their publication Distance Education: A Systems View:

· deciding what courses to offer

· administering the process of designing and implementing courses

· appointing, training and supervising academic and administrative staff

· informing potential students about what courses are available and how to join them

· registering applicants and administering admissions procedures

· collecting fees, administering scholarships and keeping account

· administering student evaluation procedures, awarding grades, certificates, diplomas and degrees

· locating and maintaining libraries and studies centers

· obtaining and maintaining technology, especially servers and other computer hardware

· continuously monitoring the quality, effectiveness and efficiency of the program (Moore, Kearsley, 2005)

As one can see from the list, some of the decisions and processes have already been addressed in a general sense, but the challenge will lie in handling the specifics of each of the components. Since Spring Hill’s intent is to have a free Virtual School, fees are not an issue, at least with respect to the courses. However, some of the components of the list involve shared resources such as equipment, maintenance and libraries where a process for accounting will need to be determined.  

A priority in taking further action launching a Virtual School, will be to appoint an administrator or a team of administrators to oversee the completion of the above to do list. 

Students to be Served

Initial Students
From foundation discussions expressed under the Mission Statement, Spring Hill has a good idea of which student population will benefit most from the Virtual School. Catch up courses, credit recovery courses and enrichment courses are reasonably specific goals. These student populations tend to fall primarily in high school grades where achievement goes beyond simple promotion to a specific number of required, accumulated graduation credits. It will be beneficial for high school students to take advantage of catch up classes to make up for learning deficits, and have the opportunity to recover credits in failed classes. In addition, enrichment through advanced coursework would allow high school students to receive credit for courses when a qualified instructor is not available at their campus. As an example of enrichment, NCSSM in North Carolina is a model for free public education in mathematics and science. Students enroll in residential or blended online and residential programs with a focus on high-level mathematics and science courses not available in all high schools (NCSSM online, 2011). 
Future Students
Though catch up classes are a perceived need by the district in high school, this particular segment could also be available to primary grades to bolster instruction for greater success in subsequent courses. Trends in Keeping Pac 2011 also express “In general, there is a newly sophisticated emphasis on meeting special student needs in online and blended learning” which should be considered as a future goal (Watson, et. al., 2011).
Resources

The primary resources necessary for Spring Hill to launch a virtual school are curriculum, hardware, software and support. Since the Virtual School will be blended with face-to-face classroom time, research may determine many of the resources necessary for the virtual school can be shared with the district. As noted previously, the advantage of sharing resources still comes with accountability, which will be the responsibility of the appointed administrator of the school to establish.
Structure of Courses

Eugene Rubin points out specific considerations for the design and development of the instructional materials:

· Analysis

· Design

· Development

· Delivery

· Evaluation (Rubin, 2012)
Though the above are five simple words, it is recommended that significant time be invested in further investigation of the topics. There are general goals in place. Following the appointment of an administrator, there need to be specifics. 
General Analysis - Done

Spring Hill’s primary focus to start will be high school catch up, credit recovery and enrichment courses. 

General Analysis - To Do

Who will be taking these courses, what specific courses will be offered, and where they will take place? (Rubin, 2012).
General Design - Done
The course will be the online segment of a blended learning model.

General Design - To Do 
What portion of the courses will be taught online, what are the course objectives, and what will determine whether objectives are met? (Rubin, 2012)

General Development - Done
Significant media, resources and instructional methods can be shared with district and classroom instructors.  
General Development -To Do 
What media, resources and instructional methods will be used and where will feedback happen? (Rubin, 2012)

General Delivery - Done
A portion of the instruction and follow-up for the courses will be delivered online. 
General Delivery - To Do
How is achievement monitored, how are problems addressed, how is data collected to monitor progress, and which portions of instruction will take place online? (Rubin, 2012).

Evaluation

Evaluation should be an on-going process once the Virtual School is launched to ensure quality instruction and continued growth.
Teachers and Teacher Training
In compiling this recommendation for Spring Hill’s Virtual School, teachers and training may be listed last, but are certainly not least when ranking importance of the many considerations discussed thus far. The administrator of the Virtual School should consider hiring and training of teachers a priority.

Teachers are the foundation of the classroom learning experiences, as they will be in the online course. There are constant calls for improvement in their qualifications in the classroom, and a teacher’s performance in the classroom does not necessarily make them qualified to teach online (Simonson, et. al.2012). 
Many online resources can assist in qualifying teachers for such positions. An individual should be appointed to oversee professional learning for online teachers as soon as possible. Simple tutorials at free online instructional resources such as those included in the Spring Hill Elementary Professional Learning Page should be used as well as a variety of online tools which can be used to enhance instruction such as Khan Academy (Khan academy, 2012) or Hippocampus (Monterey institute for technology and education, 2012). Teachers considered for online instruction should be familiar with, not only their core content standards, but also with national standards such as ISTE’s National Educational Technology Standards (ISTE, 2012) Quality Matters - Design Standards for Online and Blended Courses (Quality matters, 2010), and iNACOL’s National Standards for Quality Online Courses  (iNACOL, 2011).
F. OBSTACLES TO SUCCESS (return to contents)
As with any significant change, there are risks of failure. Universally, even outside the realm of education, lack of funding can lead to failure of any venture. As noted previously, Spring Hill can reduce expenditures sharing resources and through careful planning.  

Another opportunity for sharing comes in gaining knowledge from successful school districts throughout the country. Within a report by the Southern Regional Education Board, which Maryland is a part of, there are common threads to success in online courses. One common thread is building partnerships within the community and the state. North Carolina has one of the most successful online programs which started in the 1990’s, and has considerable support from the community as well as many state universities (SREB, 2008). 

Unfortunately, since the time of the SREB report in 2008,Virtual School development in the State of Maryland has slowed which could be due in part to the economic constraints (Watson, et. al., 2011). This was the case in Delaware. Initially, Delaware Department of Education submitted an implementation plan for a Virtual School Pilot Program in 2008. Unfortunately, the homepage for Delaware Virtual Schools now reads “The Delaware Virtual School is on indefinite hold due the current economic climate.” (Delaware virtual school, 2011).
G. SUMMARY (return to contents)
The Virtual School is at this point is a “big idea.” Each of the components addressed in this recommendation should be given careful consideration prior to the school’s implementation to ensure continued growth of quality academics in the Spring Hill School District. 
H. PRESENTATION (return to contents)
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