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In Marion County, we believe that students should be able to learn anytime 
and anyplace, on any path, and at any pace, and that by designing such a 
mode of instruction, districts can provide unlimited potential to their 
students. As John Dewey so aptly put it, “If we teach today as we taught 
yesterday, we rob our children of tomorrow.” When students walk into a 
classroom today, they very often are told to power down their electronic 
devices; we need to help our teachers understand that before they enter that 
classroom, these students have been on Facebook, have been streaming 
music, have sent at least two hundred texts—and throughout the day they 
will text another one thousand times under their desks, sneaking it in. As we 
tell our teachers: the future is here. We need to find a way to reach these 
students and engage them.  

In Marion County, we serve a little over 42,000 face-to-face students 
annually. We also serve another 1,000 students who either are home-
schooled or attend private schools. The county has fifty-one schools: thirty 
elementary schools, including two charters; ten middle schools; nine high 
schools, including one charter; and two alternative schools. The work done 
in our alternative schools is mostly all online. The students access their 
content and curriculum daily from either a jail cell or house arrest, or they 
can come to a certain location and log in and receive their education. In a 
district that is 40 percent minority and 67 percent on free or reduced lunch, 
it is clear that students come with limited resources; thus, through the 
leadership of our superintendent, Jim Yancey, we decided that we were not 
going to allow a lack of resources to be a roadblock to student learning. We 
also were not going to allow it to be a roadblock to teachers providing the 
type of learning that many of our students are craving.  

I wish I could say that we just gathered in a room and put our brains 
together and came up with this fabulous idea, but we didn’t. We needed to 
come together to brainstorm three specific issues: space, class size, and 
competition. We were running out of space for our students. All of our high 
schools were filled to capacity. In addition, we could not add any students to 
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the existing schools due to the class-size reduction amendment recently 
added to Florida’s constitution, which restricts classrooms from going over 
the state-mandated size for each class. For pre-K–3, the limit is eighteen; for 
grades 4–8, it’s twenty-two; and for grades 9–12, it’s twenty-five. How were 
we going to meet class size restrictions when (1) we didn’t have enough 
space, and (2) we were accustomed to serving about thirty-five students in a 
class? Also, we decided that we were going to get competitive, so as not to 
allow new charter or private schools coming into our district to recruit our 
private and home-school students. We decided that the only way to do this 
was by providing an online education option—either on its own or in 
combination with in-class learning.  

When we started this in 2005, we were one of five districts in the state to 
partner with Florida Virtual School, which is well known nationwide as one 
of the top online school providers in the country. After making the decision 
to franchise with Florida Virtual, we thought about changing the name, in 
order to let our students know that it would have a hometown flavor, and 
thus Marion Virtual School was born. We embarked on a huge PR 
campaign, visiting private schools and making commercials to reach home-
school students. Today the district has over six hundred home-school 
students, 95 percent of which access Marion Virtual School. Those students 
represent dollars that we were not getting previously. We provide AP 
courses at Marion Virtual, which many private schools cannot. Therefore, 
we go out and access the students who want to take those higher-level 
courses. Today we have over one thousand students who are either home 
schooled or from private schools, and they pay for our system. In the 
beginning, we believed we could use the school as a means of credit 
recovery—a way for students to earn missed credit in order to graduate. 
Assuming that it would work as such, however, was a mistake. We quickly 
found out that the same issues that students struggle with in face-to-face 
classrooms transfer to online classes; thus, if they’re not doing their work in 
class, they’re not going to do it at home either. So we revamped after that 
first year and decided to go after the more independent, higher-level 
learners. The second challenge came from district principals, who believed 
we were taking their students away from them, into some dark black hole 
called virtual school. So we decided to do some professional development 
with principals as well as guidance counselors, because guidance counselors 
are the first line of defense in getting a child into an online course, through 
counseling and informing them of the necessary requirements. So we started 
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training with our principals and guidance counselors, and as a result of this 
partnership, they are now our biggest cheerleaders.  

In the beginning, we had only adjunct instructors. We chose teachers who 
had virtually flawless evaluations, and then we tested them on their 
technology skills. If they could pass that test, we put them in a pool to apply 
to be an adjunct online teacher. We gave it some prestige to attract the 
cream of the crop in our school district. At some point in our growth, we 
realized that we needed to create Marion Virtual School the same way we 
created our brick-and-mortar schools. So we hired a director to run it, and 
we started with nine full-time virtual teachers. To be an online virtual 
teacher is an honor in our school district, as it requires several important 
skills. One, you have to be a master of your content. Because the online 
training is so in-depth, we do not have time to train teachers on the subject 
matter. Thus, teachers who applied for the virtual school had to have at least 
ten years of successful teaching experience, and had to pass the technology 
test. You’d be amazed at how many people can’t create an attachment and 
send it in an e-mail. If they can’t do that, they certainly can’t be an online 
teacher. Once hired, teachers will need to be trained on the online platform. 
Florida Virtual recently changed over to Blackboard, and our teachers just 
went through a massive training on its implementation. Next year, when we 
implement our own online school, teachers will have to go through another 
training because we will be changing the platform. Online teachers need to 
be very organized, as the class-size amendment does not apply to online 
teaching. We cap class size at 250, and for our upper-level courses, we cap it 
at 125. Besides being tech savvy, teachers need to understand how to 
communicate with their students, and that includes both written and verbal 
communication. We have all had the experience of receiving an e-mail from 
someone and not being sure whether that person was angry or not. To help 
teachers prepare, we provided massive training on simple communication 
between teachers and students. In addition to e-mail, verbal communication 
is a requirement at Marion Virtual. Florida Virtual requires teachers to call 
their students once a month; at Marion, we kicked it up to once every two 
weeks because we believe it is key to keeping our home-school students 
connected, knowing that their teacher would call them every other 
Thursday, if that was the day to be called.  

In this country, we have a myth about students. We believe that just because 
they know how to use smartphones and social-networking sites and other 
technology, they know how to be online learners, and they do not. Our 
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students have to go through two days of training before they can take an 
online course. In the area of written communication, online students may 
need some extra help. They are so accustomed to texting, and texting 
language is not the same as e-mail language; therefore, part of their training 
was teaching appropriate ways to respond to their teacher.  

In addition to going through this training, students need to be independent. 
Though they only talk with their teacher every two weeks, they are expected 
to do their assignments in between those times. This takes a lot of self-
motivation to do what they need to do, as the teacher will not be standing 
over their shoulder.  

Students also need someone to support them besides the classroom teacher. 
The teacher e-mails and calls them every other week, but somebody needs to 
support them outside of that. To address this, we’ve created study groups, in 
which students who take the same online course meet and help each other 
with their homework; these groups have proven to be a great benefit for 
online students.  

Infrastructure is a very important piece of this puzzle. The online system 
does not work by itself. You need a director to take phone calls when a 
parent is not happy about something. The director can also monitor teacher 
log-ins and keep track of the teacher call log. (Teachers are required to keep 
a log of all the times they talk to students.) Teachers work from home, 
supply their own computer and phone, and are required to have office hours 
from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m., but have complete control over their time. You need 
clerical support to help manage the communication between schools and to 
provide any needed documentation. You also need guidance counseling. 
This year we added a guidance counselor to Marion Virtual School, for 
these students need the same type of counseling support as do traditional 
students, to keep track of their credits and units, and to help with students 
who need IEP meetings. So although you don’t need quite the same staff as 
you would at a regular school, you need a staff of people who function the 
way a regular school would.  

For any of this to happen, the district has to make an investment. And this is 
where we became a game changer. For our students who need to recoup 
credits, we decided to invest in three labs for every high school and two labs 
for every middle school. These labs are open for twelve hours a day, from 
7 a.m. to 7 p.m. We pay for managers to run these labs so that our students 
can take at least 9 credits in one day. We use software called Plato and 
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EdOptions, which allows students to show what they know, and since 
they’ve already been through the course once, they don’t need to take every 
aspect of the course over. 

All of our campuses are wireless. We supplied three Netbook carts for every 
media center in our secondary schools, so if a student wants to take a virtual 
course during second period, he or she can check out a Netbook and work 
anywhere on campus. In this way we are preparing our high school students 
for college by giving them the opportunity to manage their own time. 

Our students can choose to take any course either online or face-to-face, as 
every school has a requirement to have an adjunct teacher for that course. In 
this case, they don’t need to wait for the phone call; after school, they can go 
see their teacher if they need additional help. We also use Elluminate 
software, so that teachers can have virtual faculty meetings with Carolyn 
Ayres, the director of Marion Virtual, weekly.  

In order to solve our space issues, we created hybrid and blended courses, 
and we are going to start a new elementary virtual school. Marion Virtual is 
now either part time or full time. We have students who never step into a 
classroom, taking all of their courses online. They graduate with a standard 
high school diploma once they meet all the credits and requirements for the 
state of Florida. In our hybrid classes, teachers manage face-to-face and 
online curriculum to teach the course; for our first hybrid classes, we started 
with English III and American Government. Students come to class either 
two or three days a week, at the discretion of the teacher. For the remaining 
two or three days a week, the students’ curriculum is online. If all of a 
teacher’s daily classes are online, he or she does not have to physically be at 
the school. Therefore, another teacher can use that classroom. Our hybrid 
classes have been the most successful, because the student gets the best of 
both worlds. Most of the hybrid classes fall at the beginning of the school 
day or at the very end. In our blended classes, students take all their core 
classes online but attend vocational academies; thus, all their career and 
applied-tech classes are face-to-face. These students might be at home in the 
morning doing their online work, then come to school for the last two 
periods of the day for vocational classes. Finally, we are in the process of 
building our elementary virtual school, which will start with grades K–2. All 
learning will be done from home—there will be no brick-and-mortar school 
to go to—but our teachers will provide the instruction.  
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We have a variety of sources for our digital content, including three that are 
free: open source, Florida Electronic Library, and SAS Curriculum 
Pathways. Besides these, we made an investment in Gale Cengage Learning 
to develop content for our hybrid classes in science, U.S. history, and world 
history for the time that students will spend in module rooms. This has 
unlimited potential.  

In attempting to solve our problems about space and class size, we sprung 
into this wonderful opportunity for students to be able to access their 
curriculum and their content at any time. The future is here, and districts 
across the country need to decide if they are ready to embrace it. In order to 
begin, you’ve got to have technology that is available, easy to access, and 
literate, as well as teachers who really want to be part of the project. Writing 
instruction is paramount, because when you are standing and addressing an 
audience, you don’t have to use as many words to express yourself, but 
when you write, you have to be very definitive about what you want 
students to do, and students have to respond back in the same manner. In 
addition, creative thinking is essential. Yes, you can teach the same content, 
but the delivery has to be different. You’ve got to be willing to have learning 
going on 24/7, inside and outside the classroom. You have to be prepared 
for students to e-mail you at 2 a.m., asking when you think you’ll have their 
assignment graded.  

In our state, all students will experience some form of online learning. 
Currently, all high school students are required to take one online class. 
Quality digital content is critical to developing quality courses. You cannot 
take the rigor out. Many people on the outside assume that online learning is 
easier, but the truth is, it is much more difficult when it’s done right. Our 
teachers are creating podcasts and mini-video clips, and our students are 
more engaged, putting together PowerPoint presentations as well as video-
clips for their teachers. The teacher-student relationship is quite involved, 
and our teachers who are fulltime will tell you that they’ve never worked so 
hard for this type of content delivery. In an online teaching environment, 
everyone needs to be a learner. Teachers need to learn when to be a 
facilitator and when to be the teacher. Anytime, anyplace, any path, and any 
pace learning is the future for our students. 


