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Executive Summary

Keeping Pace with K—12 Digital Learning is the title of this year’s report. Digital learning is replacing the
previous reference to online and blended learning. This seemingly small word change signifies a significant
evolution in the landscape, and a major change in the way we are analyzing and reporting on it. A bit of
history should be helpful in understanding our original focus, and our reason for change.

Keeping Pace with Online Learning was first published in 2004. We chose to focus on the young and
disruptive K—12 teacher-led online learning segment, and not the broader education technology segment.
At that time, K—-12 teacher-led online courses were almost exclusively provided by state-supported virtual
schools delivering supplemental online courses, and charter schools where students took all of their courses
online. A small but growing number of school districts were also beginning to establish full-time online
programs accessible to students regionally and across individual states.

In subsequent years two key changes happened. First, an ever-increasing amount of online learning
activity developed inside individual schools and districts, as an ever-increasing number of students were
taking online courses from within their own districts instead of from state virtual schools and virtual charter
schools. Concurrently, a second shift was taking place. Schools were beginning to combine an online or
digital content component with regular face-to-face classroom instruction in new and unique ways. In many
cases, the classroom configuration and the bell schedule were unchanged. In some cases, the instructional
approach and learning spaces were reconfigured to take advantage of the benefits of combining digital
content and instructional management software with face-to-face teacher and student collaboration.

In 2012, in recognition of these changes and the growing visibility of blended learning activity, the report’s
title changed to Keeping Pace with K—12 Online and Blended Learning. This was not a change that we took
lightly, for several reasons. The evidence showed that online learning, when done well, was transformative
because it offered new options to students. Students without access to a wide range of courses in their
regular schools could now take the courses online. Students who could not attend a physical school could
now enroll in an online school. These online options did not necessarily need to be better or more attractive
than their classroom counterparts, because they weren’t replacing or competing with existing classroom
courses, but instead were course options not available in their schools.

Blended learning’s goal differs in that it does seek to replace existing classes already offered in the school
by improving upon the existing traditional classroom experience. From the outset, research and analysis
of blended learning activities was challenging. At a high level, if one defines blended learning as any
combination of digital learning and face-to-face instruction, then blended learning implementations have
infinite permutations, making it extremely difficult to identify and study these activities in all but a small,
dedicated number of newly formed, stand-alone, blended-only schools. Organizations such as the Clayton
Christensen Institute have made significant contributions toward creating blended learning definitions and
categories of blended models, but while this has been highly useful, there is little consistency among the
many interpretations of these definitions by schools for their programs.

To further complicate matters—and create a need to expand the research—the broader digital learning
landscape continues to shift in many ways, including the exploding growth of new digital learning
technologies and products, the changing and merging ways these resources are used, and shifting levels of
usage within the various sectors of the K-12 education industry.



The digital learning landscape

As an initial step in the direction of reporting on broader digital learning activities, the digital learning
landscape section in Keeping Pace 2014 addresses the following:

* Thirty states have fully online schools operating across the entire state, ensuring that students
anywhere in the state can attend an online school. In school year (SY) 2013-14, we estimate that over
315,000 students attended these statewide fully online schools, a year over year increase of 6.2%.

» State virtual schools are operating in 26 states, providing supplemental online courses to students
across their states. In SY 2013-14 they collectively served just over 740,000 course enroliments, about
the same amount as in SY 2012-13.

* Eleven states have course choice policies or programs that are allowing students to choose online
courses from one or more providers. These programs are particularly important, as they are the first
significant effort to provide students the option to choose from multiple providers at the course level.
They are, however, mostly still small and new.

* The most easily identifiable schools that combine online instruction with required attendance at a
physical school have been created by individual charter schools, charter management organizations,
and pioneering districts.

» Digital learning activity across the private school sector ranges from fully online schools, to
supplemental online courses, to new schools that are heavily focused on digital learning, to schools
integrating digital content and tools into their existing instructional approaches.

These categories are all important. They are critical to the students who are enrolling in online courses
or schools, and they are vital in demonstrating innovative options to educators, students, parents, and
policymakers. But the total number of students enrolled in online schools, charter schools, and private
schools together accounts for no more than 16% of the total U.S. K-12 student population. Many other
forms of digital content, interactive instruction, assessment, and instructional management technologies
have been used by tens of millions of students across most K—12 schools for the past four decades or so.

Good data exist on the volume of various products and services being delivered to the K—12 school market,
but sufficient and meaningful data on what students are doing and how they are doing it does not yet exist.
Therefore, to address this need, Keeping Pace is beginning to shift its focus to identify and track student
usage across the entirety of K-12 education.

In the past, we identified certain categories of schools and programs and surveyed them for their activity.
Now, we will begin to gather and track baseline data at the student level about the use of digital content,
tools, devices, and innovative instructional approaches. As we start to develop our high level view into the
general landscape of digital learning in the large majority of schools across the country, we are beginning to
see how the overall landscape breaks down by age and grade level, which generally looks like the following:

* Most districts, with the exception of some of the smallest ones, are utilizing a variety of digital
learning resources—but there can be significant differences in the types and goals of the variety of
digital resources used and how they are used. Technology is being used both for the delivery and
management of learning, as well as the object of learning as part of efforts to develop 21t century skills
and college readiness.

» Digital content and tools vary significantly among high schools, middle schools, and elementary schools:

- In high schools a variety of digital learning options is common, including the availability of fully
online courses, computer labs, learning management platforms, and many forms of digital
content. A state virtual school, a private provider, or a central district program often supplies the
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online courses. It is typical that digital learning encompasses supplemental activities, assessment,
credit recovery, original credit courses, special projects, and more. High schools are more likely
than middle or elementary schools to have online courses in which the teacher is online, or the
teacher of record is in the same building but does not share a regular class period with students.

- Digital learning in elementary schools is quite different than digital learning in high schools.
In most cases, in the early grades digital learning is made up primarily of self-paced, computer-
mediated interactive lessons and exercises on specific topics, like math or English, to provide
learning examples and skills practice. Most elementary level content is deliberately designed
to exclude online collaboration with other people, such as a teacher, other students, or outside
coaches. Students access this type of digital content from a classroom or learning lab, and are
supervised by their teacher.

- Middle schools contain some elements of both elementary schools and high schools, partly
because of the transitional ages of their students. Sixth grade students, if they are using
digital learning, are most likely to be using interactive skill-based lessons similar in design to
elementary level content. Eighth grade students are likely to be using more advanced and
varied digital learning content and may even be taking high school courses online.

¢ Another common setting for extensive use of digital content and tools is alternative education or
independent study programs. These are usually at the high school level, but may extend to middle
school, and often exist for students who wish to pursue their education in a setting other than the
traditional physical school. These programs usually do not follow a regular daily schedule, but may
include an on-site component and a digital learning component.

* The most digitally advanced districts have a wide range of digital options in place with powerful
infrastructure capabilities to serve most, if not all, students. These districts usually have a range of self-
provided and/or externally provided online courses for original credit, and a virtual school for students
who wish to take all of their courses online. They offer digital content to students at most grade levels, a
way to provide and/or accommodate a range of computer and mobile devices for all students, extensive
professional development for teachers, and support mechanisms to assist teachers and instructional
leaders with the shift to integrating digital content and tools into their classrooms.

Policy remains critically important to improving
and expanding the digital learning landscape

Keeping Pace continues to research and track the important policy issues that help shape the digital learning
environment in K-12 education, as policy still drives much of what is happening in individual states in
two ways.

First, policy plays a dominant role in how or whether students have access to online schools or online
courses. Students in the states with well-supported state virtual schools tend to have good supplemental
course access as of SY 2014-15. Students in the states that are implementing course choice may have even
better options in the years to come. Students in the states that allow open enrollment in online schools can
choose that alternative regardless of whether their district of residence offers online courses. Students in the
states that have a number of digitally focused charter schools have new and expanded options, particularly
in low-income urban areas.

Second, some digital learning-related policies are creating statewide landscapes of innovation and/or
competition that spur activity in districts. For example, districts in Pennsylvania have responded to
competition from cyber charter schools by creating their own digital initiatives ranging from online schools,
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to online courses, to the increased use of digital content and tools in physical classrooms. Much more

digital learning activity exists in Pennsylvania than in neighboring states. States that have well-supported
state virtual schools, such as Florida, Idaho, Michigan, and Alabama, have found districts building on the
online courses offered by those programs to offer their own innovative options. Online learning graduation
requirements have spurred activity in the states that have them, and as more states’ requirements come into
play we expect to see more impact.

Policy can also slow growth and adoption of digital learning. Twenty states prohibit open enroliment in online
schools, and the large majority of states do not allow course choice. In both of these cases, students’ course
options are limited to those opportunities offered by their district of residence. Seat-time requirements for
student funding remain an impediment in many states. Finally, not all policy problems are based on legacy
regulations. New laws are being considered in many states—and too often are passing—that have the
laudable goal of protecting student privacy, but are written in ways that will slow the spread of data usage in
ways that will help schools and students.

2014 has been a relatively quiet year in digital learning policy. Much of the activity has involved tweaking
policy to continue in the same direction that the state has taken in previous years, for example creating

the implementation policies for course choice programs (e.g., Michigan), or proceeding with implementing
charter school regulations or allowing online charter schools to open (e.g., Maine). Unlike in most recent
years, relatively few states passed laws that signal a significant change in direction and will have a substantial
impact on digital learning. Some of the changes that have the potential for large impacts have not received
widespread national attention. Examples of this include North Carolina appointing a “chief academic and
digital learning officer” for the state, who is managing a set of initiatives to increase the use of digital content
and tools; designated funding from states such as Ohio and California being allocated to digital learning
initiatives; and funding changes in Colorado and other states allowing Title | funds to flow to online schools.

Conclusion

At a very high level we believe the following two points, which may appear contradictory at first glance,
describe the current state of digital learning in K-12 education:

1. More students have access to more types of digital learning than ever before. Digital learning options
are available to many students in a rapidly expanding range of forms, including online courses from
multiple sources, dedicated schools built around aggressive digital instruction models, and many digital
learning opportunities in traditional school settings.

2. Wide gaps remain in the availability of digital learning. There are still vast differences among schools
in the availability of technology, data communications capabilities, and digital content and tools. In
addition, limitations placed on schools and students vary by local and state policies, and in decisions
made by districts.

Online schools and courses are meeting needs for students in those cases where students do not have
access to adequate physical school and course options. However, meaningful information and evidence are
lacking for most digital learning activity. Plenty of examples show that digital content and tools can assist in
boosting outcomes, but the broad base of digital learning usage and effectiveness is unstudied.

The 11 years of Keeping Pace have chronicled the remarkable growth of online learning. But that is only
a small part of the full digital learning field, all of which, in many ways, is still in a nascent stage. We are
continuing to expand our research and reporting in new and exciting directions, and we are committed to
reporting on access, activity, and—to the extent possible—outcomes.
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DIGITAL LEARNING

— 1 ACTIVITY

The following pages

of this section review
the digital learning
landscape in public
schools, schools and
programs run by
intermediate units,
charter schools, private
schools, and state
virtual schools.

WE OPEN WITH A LOOK AT

DIGITAL LEARNING ACTIVITY IN
TRADITIONAL PUBLIC SCHOOLS,
BECAUSE THE LARGE MAJORITY
OF STUDENTS (ABOUT 84%)
ATTEND THESE TYPES OF SCHOOLS.
Digital learning activity in traditional
public schools encompasses a wide
range of activities, from fully online
schools, to fully online supplemental
courses, to the use of digital content
and tools that includes both general
instructional materials (similar to digital
versions of textbooks—although with
significantly enhanced capabilities) to
adaptive learning software that is used
in math, English, and other classes.

The next section considers activity at
the level in between individual school
districts and state agencies. These may
be formal existing organizations such
as BOCES, county offices of education,
or intermediate school districts, or may
be consortium programs being created
by districts working together.
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A review of digital activity in charter schools follows, dividing into two categories: schools that are fully online,
and schools that are using digital content and tools in pioneering ways that change classroom configurations
and class schedules.

Private schools, both those that are affiliated with religious or other institutions and those that are
independent, are another important segment of U.S. education. We find that although private schools as
a whole are behind public schools in terms of digital learning activity, many schools are adding a digital
component, and new online schools and programs are being implemented.

The last segment that we review is state virtual schools, which remain an important element of the digital
learning landscape in the states in which they are a major provider of online courses.

This section also provides a national online learning snapshot of all 50 states and Washington, DC, focusing
on the fully online schools and courses that are available to students statewide. Finally, we delve more
deeply into a set of seven public school district snapshots, examining the digital learning activity in each.
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Public School Districts

Public school districts have been using a wide variety of digital content and instructional software for many
years. Over the years we have seen many examples of innovative and effective use of these tools within core
instructional programs from the early grades through high school. In recent years, however, it has been

the charter school sector and specialized state virtual schools that have introduced a sea change in digital
instruction models that is now finding its way back into the traditional school district environment.

Much of the research emphasis for past Keeping Pace reports has been focused on state virtual schools,
charter schools, and dedicated digital learning-based schools. But what is occurring within traditional
schools and districts?

Background on public school districts and implications

for digital learning

Of the 56 million or so K12 students in the United States, about 47 million (84%) attend non-charter
public schools. Of the remainder, 5.3 million students attend private schools (9%), 2.1 million attend

charter schools (4%), and 1.8 million are homeschooled (3%).* About 14,000 school districts exist across
the country, but the distribution of district size is characterized by a long tail of very small districts. The 50%
of districts ranging in size between 1,000 and 25,000 students educate 60% of all students. The largest

2% of districts (those that serve more than 25,000 students) educate 35% of all students. Districts of under
1,000 students account for 47% of the total number of districts, but only 5.5% of all students; many of these
serve rural communities. Three states are home to 45 of the 100 largest districts: California, Florida, and
Texas. These larger districts tend to have larger schools, more Black and Hispanic students, and 56% of
their students are eligible for free and reduced-price meals (compared to 45% of all public schools).?

The digital landscape in public school districts

Based on observation and consideration of many sources, we believe that most districts, with the exception
of some of the smallest ones, are using some form of digital learning, which may range from a fully online
school, to supplemental online courses, to skills software used in math, English language arts (ELA), and
other classes.

The most common types of digital instruction vary significantly between high schools, middle schools, and
elementary schools (see Table 1).

High schools

High schools have the widest and deepest range of digital options, which may include any or all of
the following:

e Online courses that include an online teacher are most common at the high school level. These may
be focused on one type of student (i.e. advanced courses or credit recovery) or may be wide ranging
(i.e. core and elective courses). These are often coordinated at the district level and taken by students
from multiple schools. In some cases the district offers enough online courses to provide a student’s

! National Center for Education Statistics, Enrollment data for SY 2011-12; http://nces.ed.gov/programs/projections/projections2021/tables/table_01.asp,
http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2013/2013028/tables/table_07.asp, http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d13/tables/dt13_216.90.asp, and http://nces.ed.gov/programs/
digest/d13/tables/dt13_205.10.asp

2 National Center for Education Statistics (2011). Characteristics of the 100 Largest Public Elementary and Secondary School Districts in the United States;
2008-09. http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2011/2011301.pdf
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entire education online for hospitalized, homebound, pregnant, incarcerated, or other students
in similar uncommon circumstances.

« Credit recovery courses that may have an online teacher, or may have a site-based facilitator who
serves as the teacher of record, are a common starting point for high schools offering online courses.
The district may coordinate credit recovery options but have them available at multiple high schools so
that students at each school can access the courses.

e An alternative education or independent study program may exist for students who wish to pursue
their education in a setting other than a traditional high school. These programs usually do not follow
a regular daily schedule, but include an onsite component and an online component.

* Digital content used in classrooms to augment courses that are offered on a traditional daily and
semester schedule. Content may be acquired from an outside provider, or developed by teachers
for their own courses.

Elementary schools

In elementary schools the use of digital tools and content is usually classroom-based, and typically used

in math (mostly) and ELA. Other than in charter schools (which are discussed in the next section), most
elementary schools deploy these tools and content within traditional classrooms and daily class schedules.
They often seek digital content that is adaptive and can identify students’ learning challenges, and report it to
the teacher. These schools are finding that in many cases the capabilities of data creation and presentation
exceed the ability of teachers—many of whom became teachers in a pre-digital era—to use the data
effectively. (Of course one might also say that teachers find that the data are not well presented. In any case,
the capabilities of data creation and presentation systems often exceed their usage.)

Middle schools

Middle school digital instruction contains some elements of both elementary schools and high schools,
partly because of the transitional ages of their students. Sixth grade students, if they are using digital
learning, are most likely to be using skill-based software; 8" grade students may be taking high school
courses online in order to advance their learning trajectory, particularly in math.

11



Table1:
Comparison of
digital options by
grade level in a
traditional district

12

_ High school Elementary school Middle school

Digital content

Digital tools

Devices

Teachers

Digital content is often used in a wide
range of fully online courses, including
core, electives, credit recovery, dual
enrollment, and advanced courses.

In physical classroom-based courses,
digital content and software is widely
used to augment face-to-face instruction.
Depending on the school this may be
done at the course, department, school,
or district level.

Often a school-wide or district-wide
learning management system and
student information system are used
as base platforms, although certain
content may be accessed within its own
technology platform.

Devices vary based on the digital options,
although across all grade levels content is
increasingly being built for mobile devices.
Fully online courses usually still require a
laptop or desktop computer. Classroom-
based digital content is often accessed

on a tablet.

Online courses are taught by teachers
from a distance, with little or no face-to-
face interaction with students. Classroom-
based teachers may use digital content.
Alternative education and independent
study programs use a combination of
online teachers and onsite mentors.

Digital content is most often skill-based,
adaptive content in math and ELA, and
adoptions are usually at the school or
district level. Content is accessed by
students during regular class time, under
the supervision of the classroom teacher.

Usually a course-specific technology
platform is used for each subject area.

Laptop or desktop computers are

used less often than tablets, which are
often pre-loaded with content that is
tablet-specific.

Teachers are almost always classroom-
based and use digital content in their
existing class.

Digital learning in middle school includes
elements of digital learning in elementary
and high schools, with few features that
are specific to middle school.

The use of digital content and tools in
middle schools is a mix of elementary and
high school approaches. For example, in
middle schools with 6™ grade they are
likely to use skill-based adaptive content
in math and ELA. For 8" grade students,
however, they may be taking fully online
courses taught by an online teacher, often
to take high school-level courses.

Districts that have chosen to turn around
or completely remake a school with a
focus on using digital content and tools
are often starting with a middle school.

District size has considerable implications for digital learning, including the level at which decisions

are made.

Small districts

Small districts (up to about 2,500 students) are typically less significant users of digital content and tools
than larger districts. The smallest districts are often in remote areas and may have little or no digital learning
due to the lack of availability of digital learning delivery capability and/or Internet bandwidth constraints.
Small and remote districts that are in states that invested in video conferencing often use it instead of online
content. In small districts with good Internet access, online courses are often an important method by which
the district augments the small number of courses offered by the district’s own schools. Small districts are
unlikely to develop their own content or have their own teachers instructing online courses, and therefore
tend to use online courses and teaching that is offered by private providers or state virtual schools. These
districts are also less prone than larger districts to be using skills software for math and ELA courses in
elementary and middle schools. Because the smallest districts have few full-time district level administrators,
it is rare for them to have someone who is dedicated to managing digital learning across the district, and

the provision of devices and infrastructure (if being done) often falls to someone with less experience and
expertise than a person in a similar position in a larger district.
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Mid-size districts

Most mid-size districts have a wider variety of digital content and tools available to students, but would still
not often have the full range of digital instruction found in larger districts. They may offer one type of digital
content to elementary students, and have some online courses available for middle and high school students,
particularly for credit recovery. Districts in this category that have multiple middle schools and multiple high
schools may be moving low-enrollment courses online because they have enough students in the district,
but not enough students in each school, to fill a course. Mid-size and larger districts often have district-level
administrators and staff focused on curriculum and instruction, technology, and other areas that pertain

to digital instruction. Districts of this size that adopt digital learning as a key strategy are able to dedicate a
person—or more—to the effort; this person may coordinate the acquisition of content, devices, professional
development, and the other building blocks a digital instruction. These districts would also be more apt to
have their own teachers developing digital content and courses, and teaching online courses, although they
are almost certainly using some vendor-provided online courses and teaching as well.

Large districts

The great majority of large districts—roughly 25,000 students and higher—are using some digital content
and tools. Because districts of this size have multiple schools that tend to have some autonomy in their
content and technology selections, district administrators may not readily know the extent of usage of digital
content and tools across the entire district. The district may have a coordinated digital learning strategy
that includes, for example, a virtual high school and a digitally-focused turnaround middle school, and also
have many other digital content providers and devices being used in individual schools with little district-
level coordination. In addition, these districts may have an alternative education school or program that is
probably using some online courses for students who are not attending a traditional school during the full
extent of regular school days and hours. Large districts almost certainly have district-wide instructional and
student information platforms, and will have some teachers developing course content within the system.

Although district size is generally predictive of the level of digital learning activity in the district, we find
digitally advanced districts of all sizes. These forward-thinking districts have multiple digital options that
often include the creation of and/or provision of supplemental online courses for credit recovery and original
credit, a virtual school for students who wish to take all of their courses online, digital content for students
in classrooms in middle schools and elementary schools, a way to provide devices (tablets or computers) to
all students, extensive professional development for teachers, and support mechanisms in place to assist
teachers and instructional leaders with the shift to integrating digital content and tools into classrooms.

While many districts have been using digital content and tools for years, most are still in the early stages

of creating or rolling out dedicated online programs and inaugurating major changes in their instructional
models to incorporate a significant portion of digital learning in their core instructional programs. Also, many
districts that have a range of options usually don't have them across all schools.

13



The digital landscape in non-traditional public school settings

The previous discussion is focused mostly on students who attend traditional public schools. But many
districts also operate non-charter, non-traditional digital-based schools and programs. These include in
particular the following:

* Inafew states (e.g. CO, KS, WA) districts are running online schools that attract students from other
districts via open enroliment laws. These online schools operate very much like the online charter
schools described in the next section. Indeed, in some cases these schools are managed by the
same education management organizations that operate online charter schools.

* |In states that allow or incent alternative education or independent study, districts that operate these
programs are often using extensive digital tools and content. Alternative education and independent
study usually operate free of seat-time requirements, and as such they are able to use online content
and perhaps online teaching without worrying about funding implications.

* A growing number of states are creating “innovation zones” or other regulations that allow schools
increased flexibility. For example, The Education Achievement Authority (EAA) of Michigan and
Matchbook Learning (in partnership with EAA) have been given flexibility by the state to implement
new approaches to teaching and learning, along with the charge to turn around the lowest 5%
of schools across the state. EAA is a Next Generation Learning Challenges grant recipient and is
implementing a mastery-based approach to instruction that relies on digital learning.? Similarly, the
2013 Alabama Accountability Act’s Innovation Zone / Flexibility Initiative permits applications from
schools seeking to waive state rules, enabling formation of assorted nontraditional schools (including
virtual ones).* Subsequently the Baldwin County Digital Renaissance High School and the Florence
City Virtual School opened as pilots in SY 2013-14. The Digital Renaissance High School received
permission to operate as a full-time stand-alone high school (renamed Digital Renaissance Virtual
School) in SY 2014-15.

» Districts in several states have formed consortia to share in the development, acquisition, and delivery
of online courses and other digital content and tools. These are discussed in the Intermediate Districts
and Agencies section.

Assessing outcomes in traditional schools

Does digital instruction in public schools improve student outcomes?

Research demonstrates that in some cases the answer is yes, in other cases the answer is no, and in the
large majority of cases the answer is either there is no significant difference between digital and non-digital
instruction, or sufficient data to answer the question do not exist.

The reasons for the lack of clarity about efficacy of digital instruction are:

e Countless combinations and permutations of digital content, tools, and instruction exist. The studies
that examine a small number of digital learning implementations cannot be generalized to other
implementations.

* With just a few exceptions, implementations are not across entire schools, and most of the exceptions
are newly formed such that outcomes data are not yet available. In most cases, the unit at which states
assess public education (the school) is not the unit at which digital learning is implemented.

3 Educause, Education Achievement Authority: Nolan Elementary-Middle School, November 28, 2012; http://www.educause.edu/library/resources/

education-achievement-authority-nolan-elementary-middle-school
4 Alabama State Department of Education, Approved Innovation / Flexibility Plans; https://www.alsde.edu/Pages/Innovation-ApprovedPlans.aspx
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* Most state data systems do not separately track use of digital content or tools. Therefore examination
of existing data based on state assessments or other data is rarely possible.

e In the few cases where states are trying to track the use of digital learning at the state level—
for example in Michigan—to this point, according to most researchers, the data are of poor quality.

Research does exist for a variety of specific digital content and tools. These studies demonstrate that
digital learning can improve outcomes in the cases in which they have been studied. However, because
implementations vary so much, they are not predictive of outcomes in future implementations.

KPK12.COM
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Intermediate Districts and Agencies

Thirty-three states have a level of educational agency that is in between the district level and the state level.
These are collectively called “intermediate” or “regional” education agencies, and across all states almost
1,300 of these agencies exist.® In specific states they may be called regional service agencies, intermediate
districts, boards of cooperative educational services (BOCES), county offices, or by other names. They vary
in numerous ways, including whether most of their budget is derived from a formula that automatically
provides funding based on the number of students in the region, or whether they are offering services which
districts in the region may choose to buy. Regardless of these differences, in some states these organizations
are important providers of online schools and courses, and digital content and tools.

In addition to the programs run by intermediate units, in some cases districts have come together to create
a consortium that is a new organization to offer online courses. These organizations may be incorporated as
formal non-governmental organizations, or they may operate under inter-district agreements with one district
serving as the fiscal agent.

Although existing intermediate units and consortia have different starting points, they have in common that
they operate at a level between individual districts and states, and offer digital content, tools, and/or fully
online courses to member schools and/or students.

Examples include the following:

* In California, county offices of education operate independent study programs that are often heavily
based on online courses or other digital content and tools. Independent study programs are not tied
to seat-time restrictions in California, so they usually require limited attendance at a physical school.
About 330,000 students are in independent study programs across the state. No data exist about the
extent of the use of digital tools and content within these programs, but most such programs are using
at least some digital instruction. In some cases independent study programs are mostly online. These
alternative education programs are recognized by the state as schools (i.e. they have a school code
and receive an Academic Performance Index score.)

e The Wisconsin eSchool Network (WEN) is one of the oldest and largest consortium programs. WEN
is a consortium of 19 partnering school districts, eight of which are among the 11 largest districts in
the state. WEN served 14,644 course enrollments in SY 2013-14, a 43% increase over the previous
year. WEN was formally established as a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization in 2012. WEN partnered with
the Wisconsin Virtual School to sign a memorandum of understanding with the department of public
instruction (DPI) in 2012 to operate as the Wisconsin Digital Learning Collaborative, meeting a statutory
requirement for the Wisconsin Web Academy. The collaboration allows the DPI to expand the offerings
of the Web Academy and provide a single point of access to online courses, digital learning solutions,
and resources for students statewide.

e Just south of Wisconsin, Expanding Learning Opportunities (eLo) is an online consortium collaboratively
formed by Community Unit 200 (Wheaton-Warren), Naperville Community Unit School District 203,
and Indian Prairie School District 204 in suburban Chicago, lllinois. The consortium is sharing online
course content, teachers, and a learning management system. In SY 2014-15 the consortium is
offering its first 20 online semester courses for high school students. Courses will be taught by teachers
from all three districts, using purchased content that has been customized to meet consortium
standards. The consortium expects to grow by 50% a year until a full K-12 set of courses is available
to district students.

5 National Center for Education Statistics (2010). Documentation to the NCES Common Core of Data Local Education Agency Universe Survey: School Year

2008-09; http://nces.ed.gov/ccd/pdf/pau08lagen.pdf
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In Florida, two regional consortia (the Panhandle Area Educational Consortium and the North East
Florida Regional Consortium) representing 27 districts (of 67 statewide) operated franchises of FLVS in
2013-14. District franchises allow districts to use FLVS courses with their own teachers. The franchises
may serve home education, private school, and public school students in their regions.

GenNET Online Learning, a consortium operated by the Genesee Intermediate School District in
Michigan, offers districts access to online courses through its Online Learning Portal. It processed
more than 18,000 course enroliments in SY 2013-14, a decrease of 21% from the previous year.
GenNET provides schools with access to over 1,200 online courses from a list of providers that have
been vetted to ensure quality and rigor of content. GenNET is authorized by the Michigan Department
of Education (MDE) to extend its seat-time waiver (which allows the district to have the state’s pupil
accounting rules waived to allow eligible students to take coursework online) to partner districts across
Michigan. Any school can enroll students in up to two courses via GenNET without a seat-time waiver.

The Southwest Colorado eSchool was launched by the San Juan BOCES in SY 2012-13. It served

48 students in grades 7-12 in nine very rural districts in SY 2013-14, offering a fully online option
that can be supplemented with in-person support services at one of two learning centers. In addition,
the learning centers have a large-screen conferencing center where teachers can offer synchronous
support to students in a high-tech environment. Teachers are hired locally, and courses are primarily
sourced from a large district program in the state, JeffCo’s 21 Century Virtual Academy, as well as the
state virtual school, Colorado Online Learning.
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Charter Schools

Charter school laws exist to create a type of school that has some freedom from regulations that allows the
schools to be more innovative than traditional schools. As such, it is not surprising that as a whole, charter
schools in recent years have been a visible leader in widespread implementation of virtual schools and
revolutionary changes in bricks-and-mortar school instructional models. Charter schools are serving a higher
percentage of students with a fully online education (where students receive all of their courses online and
not in a physical school), and have a higher percentage of schools that use digital tools and content in ways
that substantially change the instructional approach, than either traditional public schools or private schools.

Background on charter schools and implications
for digital learning in charter schools

Forty-two states and Washington, DC allow public charter schools, and as of SY 2014-15 all of these states
have active charter schools serving students (Washington state and Maine opened their first charter schools
in fall 2014). A total of 2.1 million students (3.7% of all public school students) attend charter schools.
There are slightly more elementary students in charter schools than high school students.

The 42 state charter school laws vary widely in how many charter schools they allow, who authorizes charter
schools, and the authorizing process. The result is that the number of charter schools and the percentage
of students they serve vary widely among the 42 states. For example, California has 985 charter schools
serving 413,124 students (6.7% of California students), while Virginia has just four charter schools serving
only 393 students (a negligible percentage of the state’s student population).

Another major difference in charter school laws is the level of funding that they provide to charter schools,
including both base (or foundation) funding, and whether charter schools are able to receive additional
funding based on categories or weighting of students (e.g. for at-risk students).

In states that allow online charter schools, an additional key difference in state laws is whether students
are able to choose a school that is chartered by an entity other than the student’s district of enrollment.
This issue is discussed in the policy section.

Digital learning in charter schools

Most digital learning in charter schools falls into two main categories: schools that are fully online, and
schools that are using digital content and tools extensively to change their instructional approaches.

The first category of schools, the fully online charter schools, operate in 26 states as of SY 2014-15, and
served about 200,000 students in SY 2013-14.% These schools generally share the following characteristics:

* They provide students’ entire course load through online courses, and do not have a physical building
that students attend regularly.

* They are responsible for students’ state assessments, and are graded, as all charter schools are,
based on the state’s performance framework.

* Teachers and students communicate from a distance, using online communication tools (both
synchronous and asynchronous) and telephones.

* They often provide extensive professional development for teachers, because they are not able to hire
enough teachers with sufficient previous experience teaching online.

6 These numbers are from a report unpublished as of August 2014 written by the Evergreen Education Group for the National Alliance for Public
Charter Schools.
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e Collectively they serve all grade levels. Methods of instruction vary between grade levels. Younger
students spend less time online and use more print materials, and use a parent or other learning
coach for help. Older students spend more time online, use fewer print materials, and communicate
mostly with their teacher online.

e Most are operated by private education management organizations (EMOs), the largest of which are
K12 Inc. and Connections Academy.

e They serve students with much higher rates of mobility than the student population as a whole.
In the case of elementary and middle school students, many attend an online school due to temporary
reasons (illness, injury, behavioral issues, allergies). In high schools, many students move to an online
school because they are behind and at risk of dropping out of school altogether.

e They enroll students from across entire states, in order to reach a critical mass.

e Although many schools serve between 500 and 1,500 students, some are very large, such as
Pennsylvania Cyber Charter School (10,389 students), Ohio Virtual Academy (13,147 students),
and the Electronic High School of Tomorrow (also in Ohio, with 13,537 students).

The second category includes charter schools that are using digital content and tools extensively to
change their instructional approaches. This category, however, is not as clearly defined as the fully online
charter schools, and descriptions of example schools and networks are more illustrative than common
characteristics of all (because there are very few common characteristics). Some of the examples below
were started as schools that use extensive digital content and instruction, including online teaching and
relatively little instruction that is based on a teacher and a student in a physical classroom together.
Others started as physical schools with little or no digital learning.

Nexus Academy

Nexus Academy is a network of small (no more than 300 students) college prep charter high schools
operated by Connections Education, which is the partner for Connections Academy online schools. The first
five Nexus Academy schools opened in fall 2012 in Ohio and Michigan; the network added two schools in
fall 2013 in Indiana and Michigan. Nexus Academy students report to campus four hours per day, four days
per week, and work away from campus for about 14 hours per week. While on campus, students spend
part of their time in college commons-like team zones supervised by specially trained para-educators who
help them stay on track and connect with their online teachers. English and math instruction is provided

by face-to-face teachers working with students in small groups based on their learning needs. Most of the
Nexus Academy campuses also have fitness centers staffed by personal trainers who develop individualized
fitness plans for every student. Both online and on-site teachers use student performance data to schedule
students for real-time direct instruction, intervention, and group / project-based learning. In SY 2012-13
(the most recent year for which complete data are available), 92% of Nexus Academy seniors graduated,
and 95% of graduates were accepted into higher education.

K12 Inc.

K12 Inc. broadened its focus to included fully blended charter schools with the opening of the San Francisco
Flex Academy in 2010, which serves about 100 students in grades 9-12. The Silicon Flex Academy followed
in 2011, serving about 350 students, and the Newark Prep Charter Academy in 2012, which served about
300 students in SY 2013-14. Students attend the schools full-time, but are given flexibility in how they meet
their academic goals. Curriculum is available online, and support is available from teachers who work with
students independently and in small groups, as well as from academic coaches, who closely monitor each
student’s academic progress while they work independently in the Flex Center. San Francisco Flex achieved
an academic performance index (API) score of 734 and Silicon Flex achieved a score of 789 in SY 2012-13.
K12 Inc. also operates the Youth Connections Charter School’s Chicago Passport program (2009), and the
Hill House Passport Academy in Pittsburgh (fall 2014), both