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The nonprofit Southern Regional Education Board (SREB) was created 
in 1948 by southern governors and legislatures to improve the quality of 
education in the south. We work with sixteen member states from Delaware 
to Texas, and are located on the campus of Georgia Tech. Everything 
we do is from a K–20 perspective, looking at academics first, then state 
policy, then technology. About fourteen years ago, the SREB formed the 
Educational Technology Cooperative—a group of representatives from 
each of the sixteen states’ departments of education as well as agencies 
responsible for governing or conducting higher education, including boards 
of regents, coordinating boards, and higher education commissions. The 
representatives from those thirty-seven agencies work together on a wide 
range of educational technology issues. 

One of the areas that we have focused a lot of attention on over the last 
several years has been online learning. We’re working with states because 
education is a state responsibility. We work very closely with our 
governors and our legislators on a wide range of issues, including those 
involving technology. We have to remember where we are within our 
sixteen states; we represent 800 public two- and four-year institutions, as 
well as about 3,400 school districts. We have some very large districts, 
such as Dade County, Houston Unified, and Fairfax County, and also 
have districts where the schools are so small the superintendent drives 
the school bus. With these kinds of differences, it doesn’t make sense to 
assume that everyone is going to be able to do the same things in their 
school systems. We need to pay attention to each district’s particular 
needs.

State Virtual Schools
Florida Virtual School (FLVS) was created back in 1997 as a small 
grant-based program between two Florida districts. This past academic 
year, FLVS had 55,000 middle and high school students successfully 
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complete online courses. I use the word “successfully” because FLVS 
is treated like a school district, as a result of state legislation handed 
down about four years ago. That legislation stated that Florida Virtual 
School will get a portion of the total full-time equivalency for every 
student who successfully completes a course as defined by the state of 
Florida. Therefore, the school is 100 percent performance based. When 
Kentucky Virtual School was created back in 2000, the state board of 
education waived seat-time requirements for any student taking a course 
at Kentucky Virtual School. In fact, not one of the virtual schools in our 
sixteen-state region has seat-time requirements.

The West Virginia Virtual School was created in 2000. At about the 
same time, the West Virginia legislature passed a bill saying that every 
middle school student in West Virginia would have access to a foreign 
language. Though this seemed like a good idea on paper, the trouble 
was that West Virginia has a lot of tiny middle schools out in the 
middle of nowhere. To think that they were all going to offer even one 
foreign language, much less multiple ones, seemed absurd. As a result, 
West Virginia Virtual School partnered with Florida Virtual School and 
created Spanish I and II, which they began offering to middle school 
students—and they have been very successful. Several years ago the 
U.S. Department of Education chose to evaluate this West Virginia 
implementation as part of a larger three-year scientific study. Results of 
that portion of the study showed that middle school students in West 
Virginia taking online foreign language did as well as or better than their 
face-to-face counterparts (West Virginia Department of Education 2006). 
In fact, most of the virtual schools in our region have between an 80 
and a 90 percent completion rate. And the majority of the remaining 10 
to 20 percent are made up of students who drop a course because they 
find it too difficult—much more difficult than a similar course taken in 
their face-to-face schools. 

Governor Mark Warner wanted to create a virtual school in Virginia 
because he wanted to be sure that students across the commonwealth 
had access to AP courses. Statistics from the College Board indicate that 
about 40 percent of high schools across the country do not offer AP 
courses. A couple of the states in our region passed state codes over 
the last few years saying that every high school will need to offer one 
or two AP courses by a certain date. According to that College Board 
report, the virtual schools in our region offer thirty-one separate AP 
courses. The College Board offers testing on a total of thirty-seven AP 
courses. Theoretically, with the virtual school, any high school anywhere 
could offer thirty-seven different AP courses, whether that school has five 
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hundred or fifty students. If there’s one student in a school who needs 
it, he or she could have access to whatever foreign language he or she 
wanted, including Mandarin Chinese, which at least four of our virtual 
schools now offer.

As for the other SREB states, Delaware’s legislature just passed legislation, 
and the state is working on a plan right now. Texas passed initial 
legislation, and Tennessee invested over $2 million—mostly in federal 
funds—to develop online courses, with the intent of implementing them 
next year.

In Florida, there is a citizen watchdog organization called Florida Tax 
Watch, which has been around for about thirty years. This group watches 
the legislature and the governor on an ongoing basis, and any time a bill 
gets passed and signed by the governor that it believes the citizens of 
Florida should be concerned about, the group gives it a “turkey.”

Back in the late nineties, Florida Virtual School almost got a turkey 
because it was new and very few people knew about it. About a year 
ago, some members of the legislature and others went to the watchdog 
group requesting its third-party perspective on Florida Virtual. The group 
took this on and spent a year reviewing Florida Virtual School from all 
perspectives, including academics, student populations, minorities served 
(30%), and cost. As a result of its review, the group produced a 91-page 
document saying that Florida Virtual is an outstanding opportunity for 
students across the state in terms of academics, as well as a good buy 
for Florida’s students (2007).

Policy Changes
Policy is ultimately going to be the driving force behind a lot of 
what we’re talking about. We have found that to be absolutely true as 
regards the SREB states, whether it’s putting the right policies in place 
or removing old brick-and-mortar policies that have no business in the 
twenty-first century. Seat-time requirements are certainly a great example 
of that, but there are many others. The SREB works very closely with its 
legislators and governors, and has talked with them about online learning 
over the last seven or eight years now. At a legislative meeting in 1999 
or 2000, we were in the midst of a presentation about online learning, 
both K–12 and higher education, and one legislator from Virginia—a 
lawyer who also taught online law courses from one of the campuses 
in the Tidewater area—commented, “You know, I know my online 
students so much better than I know my face-to-face students.” Later 
in the session, another legislator from Virginia interrupted us and said, 
“I still don’t quite understand what you’re telling us. Are you trying to 
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say that a student can sit in front of a computer and take a course for 
academic credit?” So those are the extremes that we’re dealing with. And 
though we are still dealing with a lack of understanding on a certain 
level, the need for a major cultural change is upon us. We have often 
been asked why so many SREB states have state virtual schools or are 
moving in that direction. It’s clear to us that these states have been 
sharing information.

An important point to make to those who feel scared or threatened by 
this movement is that none of the state virtual schools offer a diploma. 
They’re not high schools, and they’re not trying to replace high schools. 
What they’re doing is filling in the gaps. At every school—and I don’t 
care if it’s the wealthiest school in the state—there are students who need 
courses that are not being offered. A virtual school program allows for 
that opportunity to occur. And for many, it’s far beyond that. Virginia 
Virtual offers twenty different AP courses, and the person in charge of 
it, Cathy Cheeley, said to me that probably 75 percent of the kids who 
took AP courses last year would never have had the opportunity to take 
even one had it not been for Virginia Virtual. This is one of the reasons 
people are promoting the use of state virtual schools.

The professional standards commission did a study several years ago in 
which it identified somewhere in the neighborhood of 80 to 82 certified 
physics teachers in the entire state of Georgia—a state containing over 
four hundred high schools. So it’s clear that without Georgia Virtual, a 
lot of kids in Georgia would not have access to either physics at all or 
physics with a teacher who was fully certified. The online program offers 
that to any student at any time.

Funding is clearly a big issue. In fact, we’re convening a meeting at the 
SREB next month to look at funding alternatives for state virtual schools, 
because many of them—West Virginia, Kentucky, Georgia—currently 
have a cap, which prevents them from meeting the needs of many 
students.

Gene Wilhoit—executive director of the Council of Chief State School 
Officers (CCSSO)—was an SREB board member until late 2006, about 
the time he left his post as Kentucky’s commissioner of education. At 
one of our meetings he made a comment about how when he first 
learned about online learning in virtual schools, he thought it was a 
good thing—a little something on the side—but that he now realizes that 
for education reform and for all the things we need to do for our kids 
in the twenty-first century, online learning has to be front and center. 
Wilhoit has seen the changes taking place and recognizes the importance 
of online learning for the state of Kentucky. 
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Credit recovery is an important issue to our states. In addition, many 
states are increasing high school graduation requirements, including 
Delaware, where they are requiring two years of foreign language. Many 
policy makers know that some of the school districts are not going to 
be able to meet that requirement without the Delaware Virtual School, so 
they’re connecting the dots. This isn’t about technology. Technology is 
the way to get what we’re talking about, but this is all about the right 
policies, addressing the right cultural issues. The biggest barrier to online 
education is people—people who either don’t understand it or consider it 
too much work to implement. If we are serious about student learning, 
we need to work on changing the culture.
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