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Learning Without Boundaries 

Julie Young  

Florida Virtual School (FLVS) was a grant-based legislative project started 
back in 1996–97 with $200,000. In 2000, we became an independent 
educational entity with a governor-appointed governing board. Then in 
2003, we moved to a franchise-based FTE funding model. When we first 
started out, virtual education for K–12 didn’t exist. There were no rules and 
no roadmap for us to follow as we embarked on this amazing adventure 
together—me, my boss, the governor, the commissioner, the house and 
senate, and two school boards at the time, and everyone had their ideas 
about what Florida Virtual School should be. The leadership at the time, 
especially out of the commissioner’s office, was incredibly student centered 
and innovative, and the directive was basically “Go make it up, and then 
come back and tell us how to do it.” We started out with nine people sitting 
around a table, and I put a piece of paper that said “student” in the middle 
and started asking questions: “What if we could just blow up education? 
What if students didn’t have to go to school all on the same day at the same 
time? What if they didn’t have to start on September 1 and end on May 24? 
What if they could enroll any day of the year? What if teachers could teach 
at home? What if teachers could actually have cell phones and students 
could call them? What if there was no seat time? What if achievement was 
the constant and time actually became the variable?” The challenges we 
were facing were huge. Our teachers were going to need Internet connec-
tions in their homes, which not even the superintendent had, as well as 
pagers, which were against school board policy for teachers. And then there 
were the bigger policy issues, like the removal of seat time.  

We started out in 1997 with seventy-seven white male math and science 
students, which the schools we contacted “gave us” because they figured we 
couldn’t really do them much damage. After that we were doubling our 
enrollment every year. Between 2002–3 and 2003–4, we went from 12,000 to 
24,000 half-credit enrollments. That same year we went from being a line-
item, no-threat, no-fee-to-the-district entity to being an FTE-based school 
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within the formula-based funding model. In other words, our funding 
became tied to student performance. And so when a student took a course 
from us now, the dollars would follow. We thought we were going to have 
to go off in search of students, when all of a sudden we found ourselves 
hiring two hundred teachers because our numbers had doubled in what 
seemed like overnight. Over the last four years, we’ve grown 40 percent a 
year on average, based on the growing demand of students. When we 
became part of the funding formula, they set us up as a school district in 
statute. We project our enrollment for each year the same way the 
traditional schools do. The difference is that while the schools are reporting 
seat time, we’re reporting successful half-credit completions. We expect to 
finish the 2009–2010 school year with 245,803 half-credit completions, 
involving approximately 140,000 individual students in Florida.  

Changing Mind-Sets 

When designing a school based on students’ needs, you do things a lot 
differently than how it’s done in traditional schools. What I tried to do with 
staff was to put us in the mode of parenting or grandparenting. If you start to 
think as a parent or grandparent about how to do things, you get different 
results than you would as a teacher, an administrator, or a legislator; it 
becomes personal all of a sudden. When my kids were nearing the end of a 
class, what I wanted more than anything was for them to know the material 
so that they would be able to go on to the next level. When we traditionally 
grade our students, we penalize them for what they don’t know at a specific 
moment in time. By the time their Algebra I class ends, they could know 
everything but still end up with a D because they have low grades trailing 
behind them from tests they took when they didn’t yet understand the 
material. When setting up FLVS, we recognized that the “we taught it, but 
they chose not to learn it at the time” paradigm needed to change, and so we 
allow students to resubmit work. We want our students to actually know the 
material, so we give them the opportunity to resubmit their work and 
improve their grade. If they don’t pass Chapter 1, they don’t go on to 
Chapter 2.  

The learning at FLVS is individualized; students can enroll any day of the 
year and complete their course any day of the year. They can work anytime 
they choose to—they can even do their entire class on Saturdays and 
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Sundays if they like. Some students do all of their work on campus if they 
don’t have computer access at home; other students don’t do any of their 
work on campus. Our teachers are available from 8:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m., 
five days a week, and are also available on weekends. There’s flexibility 
built in because they are evaluated strictly on their results, so they may 
choose to work all day on a Saturday or go to the beach with visiting 
relatives on a Thursday afternoon. And that’s okay because at 7:00 p.m. that 
night, their IM’s going to start and they’re going to be working with students 
for the next three hours or into the wee hours of the night. And that’s 
exactly what they sign up for. Every teacher is trained on how to personalize 
instruction because this is something high school teachers have not been 
taught. The best way to do that is to bring in kindergarten teachers, because 
when you put high school teachers in an environment where students can 
start any day of the year and finish any day of the year, and it’s all about 
where that student is today, most will say it can’t be done. Then I tell them 
about my favorite kindergarten teacher, who has nine groups of students 
that change every week based on what each student knows on Friday.  

We engage in monthly conferences with parents and students. A parent gets 
a call every single month, whether there’s a particular challenge to discuss or 
whether it’s just to say, “Hey, your child’s doing a great job.” Their first 
reaction is usually, “Oh my gosh, why are you calling me? What did she 
do?” but by the third month, they’ve stopped worrying. An important part of 
these monthly conferences consists of what we call discussion-based 
assessments with students. We’ve got many ways of keeping students 
honest—turnitin.com, test banks, course monitoring—but after thirteen 
years, we’ve found that the only way to really know whether they’re doing 
the work is to have regular conversations with them.  

It is a myth that virtual schools are only for home-educated or alternative 
students. Virtual schools are for all students—those who have scheduling 
conflicts, those who need to work, those who need to make up a credit, 
those who come in as seniors from out of state and realize that they need a 
graduation requirement, those who can’t get a particular course in their 
school. Every student in the state of Florida now has access to a high-
quality, Advanced Placement program because of FLVS. Part of the design 
was to level the playing field so that learning in Florida was not about zip 
codes. We do a lot of listening. We do a lot of asking. We give out customer 
surveys: to kids, parents, schools, counselors—anybody who will give us 
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feedback, because we want to make corrections if need be. One hundred 
percent of the school districts in the state of Florida indicate that FLVS is a 
huge benefit to their districts. Now, interestingly enough, we still have some 
districts that choose not to use us as much as they might/should, but they 
still believe that it’s a huge advantage to their districts. In Florida, there’s 
actually a law that states, “Students cannot be denied access to Florida 
Virtual School unless there’s an educationally sound reason.”  

Communication and Transparency 

We are constantly looking at data—not just data that have to do with grades 
and test scores but data on students that we gather from their families 
through conversations. We teach everyone in the organization how to 
analyze data—every teacher, every administrator, everyone. We even talk to 
parents about how we analyze their child’s data because we believe in 
transparency. We tell our teachers to “assume that the child’s parent is 
looking over the child’s shoulder and is in your course with you every day, 
all day long.” Parents have access to the content and the grades, and they 
can tweet and text teachers, so there’s a lot of dialogue taking place. We also 
welcome external critiques. We’re probably the most studied virtual school 
that exists today. The first really deep study on FLVS was done in 2007 by 
Florida TaxWatch, a watchdog organization responsible for overseeing 
public dollars. The organization asked if it could study FLVS to see whether 
it was a good return on investment for Florida taxpayers. It spent a year 
studying the school and came up with three major findings: (1) that FLVS 
students earned higher grades in parallel courses than students in traditional 
school; (2) that FLVS students outperformed students across the state in 
assessment tests; and (3) that instruction at FLVS had a lower per-student 
cost than at traditional schools.  

Why are we so successful? We focus on what students learn when they leave 
rather than penalize them for what they don’t know along the way. If you 
truly believe a child can learn given the time, the environment, and the right 
teaching, then it’s amazing what can happen. As for the performance data, 
when they compared socioeconomic status and like variables, for two years 
in a row, FLVS students outperformed their counterparts by leaps and 
bounds.   
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There are currently more than thirty-two states with statewide virtual 
schools, about twenty of which allow for full-time programs. My son is a 
junior in college, and he takes all of his courses online, as do many other 
college students, for the same reasons that kids in high school are taking 
them—scheduling conflicts, work conflicts, illness, special needs. This is 
how they’re choosing to learn, both here and internationally. Around the 
world, there are major things happening with virtual education. For years 
teachers and students in Singapore have been staying at home one week 
every year to practice the online learning they’ll do in case of a tsunami or 
some other major world event. India is currently working on universal 
access for all of K–12 and will have it implemented within ten years. 

View for the Future 

We’re losing our kids. Last year we did twelve panel discussions with 
students from all around the country. When we asked them what percent of 
the time they’re engaged in the classroom, the highest percentage any 
student ever said was twenty—and that was one student, one time. The rest 
said fifteen, ten, or five; one student even said zero. Not only do we need to 
engage our kids, but we need to learn to engage our teachers. I’ve been in 
administration for about fifteen years, but I started out as an elementary 
school teacher, and when I was hired for this job, the only thing I knew 
about high school is what I could remember from my own high school days. 
And this was a blessing because when I went in, I was all about the kids, all 
about the parents, all about communication; I wanted these kids to succeed. 
When you’re an elementary school teacher and a child fails, you cry. So 
we’ve set out to train our teachers to become elementary school teachers in 
spirit. It helps that we are performance based, and so our teachers know that 
they will get positive evaluations and be kept on staff only if their students 
are successful. That’s another area where we broke the mold as a public 
school.  

As we think about the future, students want to belong to their communities, 
and their communities are online. They’re playing games with kids in 
Australia at 3:00 in the morning on the weekend. Kids want their learning 
on demand; they want it in a way that they can actually absorb it. We know 
that high school kids are sleeping until 10:00 in our classes, whether their 
eyes are open or not. They do their work at night, mostly between 9:00 and 
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midnight, which is when their brains work. If we want to compete with what 
kids are doing in their off time, we need to provide a competitive, valuable 
opportunity for them at school. Virtual learning is going to be cropping up in 
many forms across the country. What we need to be concerned with is that 
this expansion is done right and that virtual learning will continue to be an 
industry that is built with quality and accountability. 
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