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Financial investment does not automatically translate into improved student achievement.
With approximately a third of the state’s budget directed to public education, it is
imperative that Florida make sound decisions as to these taxpayer funds. Programs that
work must be identified, replicated, and enhanced; those that do not must be eliminated.

In this report, Florida TaxWatch examines the viability of Florida Virtual School as a
credible alternative to traditional schooling as regards both student achievement outcomes

and cost-effectiveness. Florida Virtual School earned high marks in both.

Virtual education was largely unheard of only
a decade ago. Text messaging, MP3 players,
podcasts and picture phones had yet to
become commonplace. Debate on computer
use in the classroom centered over whether
these machines would or could replace the
teacher. Instructional technology was truly in
its infancy, a program of promise but still very
much in development.

It was in this climate that an online school was
conceived. Status quo educational outcomes
for Florida K-12 students were unenviable,
and state policymakers assertively sought
vehicles for reform. Among them was a
“Break the Mold” allocation in 1997 of $1.3
million to design and implement a virtual
learning model - now known as Florida
Virtual School.

The two over-arching queries were:

There were 77 half-credit FLVS enrollments in
1997. That number had risen to 113,900 by
2007.

Is this explosion of participation a benefit to
Florida students, their families, and the
taxpayers of the state? After all, increased
enrollments translate to increased
expenditures, and the state has no
discretionary dollars to fund fads or froth. It
must judiciously conserve its resources for cost-
effective, educational programs that work and
eliminate those that do not.

The Florida TaxWatch Center for Educational
Performance and Accountability undertook a
comprehensive analysis of FLVS data in order
to answer fundamental questions about its
efficacy.

e How does student achievement by FLVS students compare with that of students in traditional

brick-and-mortar schools?

e Isinstruction via FLVS a cost-effective approach?



Research findings to both queries were positive. FLVS students outperformed their statewide
counterparts on two independent assessments, both the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test and
Advanced Placement examinations. They earned higher grades in parallel courses. And this was
accomplished with less money than was typically spent for instruction in traditional schools.

The following pages of this report contain a series of accountings that elaborate upon these findings.
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A Synopsis of

Florida Virtual School

Any Time, Any Place, Any Path, Any Pace

About Florida Virtual School

The FLVS Program

The Florida Virtual School (FLVS) is an on-line educational program that uses the Internet to provide
course instruction to middle and high school students. Students log into the classes, access the
lessons, and work on assignments and projects. They set their own pace but must maintain active
involvement to continue in the course. Florida-certified instructors are utilized, and many of them also
hold national certification through the National Board of Professional Teaching Standards. Teachers
guide the lessons, assess student work and provide constructive comments and grades. They also
communicate by telephone with students and their parents.

This design is the genesis of the school’s motto,
“Any Time, Any Place, Any Path, Any Pace.” The mission of the Florida Virtual School

is to provide students with technology-
All courses are aligned with the Sunshine State Standards. [EEEECERCEITEUEL TR LR IR R ER- T
Thus successful completion of a FLVS course reflects mastery [RASATIEEL CACLCICIEELEE L AL
of the applicable standards subsequently tested on the succeed. The school shall serve any

Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT). Currently student in th? state who LD the proflle
more than 90 courses are available for success in this educational delivery
' context and shall give priority to:

Courses are configured by semester. Any course that is
historically a year-long effort due to its scope and depth is
constructed in two semesters. An example of this is Algebra I.

1. Students who need expanded access
to courses in order to meet their
educational goals, such as home

education students and students in inner-
Acodemic integrify is a prime concern at FLVS, as it must be cify and rural high schools who do not

in any credible online educational environment. The school ENERTTTYTR N ITTs| T [V RIS 20N
has a strict plagiarism policy and employs several quality
control mechanisms to ensure authenticity of student work. PRI ERETY ¥ et (001 Y ICT T
Among them is the use of Turnltin.com. in order to obtain a high school diploma
at least one semester early.
Unlike traditional schools, there is open enrollment in courses
at FLVS. Thus students do not have to wait for the official start Section 1002.37, F.S.
of a new semester to begin coursework. Guidance
counselors are available to assist with general educational decisions, curriculum planning, and
personal/social counseling. College planning tools and college entrance examination, scholarship,
and financial aid information is provided in detail.

At this time, FLVS is not a degree-granting institution. Instead provision is made for the transfer of
credit to the appropriate entity for high school exit, usually the student’s local school.
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FLVS is fully accredited by the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS) and by the
Commission on International and Trans-Regional Education (CITA). FLVS operates under the
authority of a gubernatorial appointed board.

As a nationally recognized e-learning model, FLVS has earned numerous awards. Recent accolades
include the 2006 EdNet Impact Award, the 2005 USDLA 21* Century Best Practices Award, the
2004 Excellence in IT Leadership Award from IT Florida, and the 2003 Business Week WebSmart
Top 50 designation.

Florida Virtual School Students

Most FLVS students are parttime. That is, they take one or two courses at FLVS and the balance at a
traditional school, be it private or public, including charter schools. Students may reside in Florida,
another state or even another country. National (non-state) and international students, however, pay
tuition and, when applicable, also pay fees for increased costs of shipping materials.

The student population at FLVS is diverse. About one-third of the student body represents minorities,
with Hispanic and African-American heritage being the predominant minority groups.

Several clubs are available to active FLVS students. There is an award-winning, monthly newspaper
written by FLVS students. Participation in regional, state and national academic competitions is
encouraged, and several FLVS students have earned distinction through these forums.

Florida Virtual School Parent & Family Support

Evidence suggests that FLVS views parents as partners in student success and values family
involvement. Parents are provided a Guardian Account that gives them 24-7 access to their child’s
submitted/graded assignments and to their personal grade book. Additionally, they receive a
minimum of one telephone call per month from teachers, monthly progress reports emailed to the
parent’s account, and regular email updates from teachers. Extensive daily access to teachers is
provided, with established hours of 8:00 a.m - 8:00 p.m. during the week and additional hours on
the weekend.

Florida Virtual School Instructional Staff

All FLVS teachers are Florida-certified in the area in which they provide instruction. Nearly two-thirds
hold advanced degrees, and many are credentialed by the National Board for Professional
Teaching Standards (NBPTS). Though most are Florida residents, they actually reside all over the
country, from Rhode Island to Oregon.



Fulltime FLVS instructors are not unionized. There is a teacher salary schedule, with minimum and
maximum established remunerations for 12-month contracts. Holidays, sick leave, and vacation time
are provided, as is participation in the Florida Retirement System. Bonuses are available for
instructors who reach student performance goals, meet Advanced Placement test score thresholds,
earn NBPTS certification, and the like.

Adjunct faculty members are paid per their established parttime contracts.

Faculty members function in Learning Communities, which allows for scaleable growth. There is an
Instructional Leader, a principal of sorts, who provides guidance and administrative oversight to
approximately 55 teachers. Teachers have access to instructional assistants on a parttime basis.
Currently there are four Learning Communities in operation at FLVS. Teachers are brought in at least
once a year for statewide training.

Florida Virtual School Funding

FLVS is the only public school in Florida where funding is tied directly to student performance.
Students must be enrolled, receive direct instruction, and successfully complete a FLVS course in
order to generate funds through the Florida Education Finance Program (FEFP). Each half-credit
course that is successfully completed generates 0.0834 unweighted FTE. Six courses per semester
generate full4ime funding.

FLVS receives no funding for most designated services. Thus the school has no appropriation for
Exceptional Student Education, Supplemental Academic Instruction, transportation, capital outlay, or
other significant funding streams. FLVS does receive an instructional materials allocation. These
dollars are used for the actual development of online courses - not textbooks, as is the norm with
traditional schools. FLVS also receives a modest appropriation to assist with costs associated with
students who withdraw from the program. It also receives appropriations for teacher training and
class size reduction.

Florida Virtual School Facility

FLVS is its own enterprise. Therefore, although it delivers its services via the Internet, the school must
have office space to accommodate business essentials. These include, but are not limited to,
administration, human resources, payroll, budget and finance, technical support, and the like.

FLVS has historically rented office space from Orange County Public Schools (OCPS). However,
that district has informed FLVS that the space will no longer be available, and thus the school is
seeking appropriate alternatives. Leased office space is funded through operational dollars since
FLVS has no Capital Outlay appropriation.



About this Study

Recognizing the leadership that Florida took in
implementing and expanding the nation’s largest publicly
funded virtual school effort to date, Florida TaxWatch—an
independent, nonpartisan, nonprofit 501(c)(3) research
institute—undertook this study in order to explore to what
degree Florida Virtual School (FLVS) offers an efficient,
taxpayer accountable alternative and  supplemental
system of education. The study was funded in part
through the generosity and vision of the BellSouth
Foundation (now the AT&T Foundation) and UCompass.

Florida TaxWatch’s interest in FLVS stems from its mission
to improve citizen  understanding,  government
accountability, and taxpayer value. Within this three-
pronged mission, the Florida TaxWatch Center for
Educational Performance and Accountability focuses on
research to encourage the wisest use of limited taxpayer
resources towards the greatest outcomes, notably
increasing student academic achievement across Florida's
diverse and unique student population.

Core areas for study included an examination of student
demographics and achievement as well as cost
effectiveness.

Florida TaxWatch utilized multiple data sets—including
data from the Florida Department of Education, from FLVS
itself, and from UCompass (a Florida company contracted
to provide the technical support and system assistance for
the FLVS network) to compare FLVS student success levels

“In fits and starts, public education is
undergoing a makeover of historic
dimensions. The slogan adopted by the
Florida Virtual School succinctly describes
a compelling vision for a transformed
education system, one in which ‘any time,
any place, any path, any pace’ learning
is delivered through modern technologies
that are available today. Evidence to date
convincingly demonstrates that, when
used appropriately, electronically
delivered education-e-learning-can
improve how students learn, can improve
what students learn, and can deliver high-
quality state education leaders to think
through the various policy questions,
consider the implications, and adopt
policies that will drive the technology in

directions that effectively maximize

student achievement—for all students.”

Opening paragraph, 2002 Report of the
NASBE Study Group on

e-Learning: The Future of Education,

Any Time, Any Place, Any Path, Any Pace:
Taking the Lead on e-Learning Policy

from the 2004-05 and 2005-06 school years with those of their counterparts in traditional school
settings. Finance information from those years was also analyzed.

Three different sets of data for the 2004-05 and 2005-06 school years were employed in the
analysis. The data provided by FLVS included student profiles, enrollment, final grades, and
Advanced Placement (AP) exam scores. The data on student log activity were provided by
UCompass. FLVS and UCompass data were merged based on unique student identifiers to analyze
the relationship between student online activity and their achievement level. Student results from the
Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT), FLVS students’ final grades from traditional courses,
grade point average data, and financial allocations were provided by the Florida Department of
Education. The data from middle and high school levels were treated independently to cast a more
focused light on relative student performance. Unless otherwise specified or displayed, charts and
tables in the report depict an average of the 2004-05 and the 2005-06 school years.



Elaborated Summary and Policy Implications

Florida Virtual School experienced explosive
growth and expansions since its inception in 1997
and scaled up to meet the challenge.

In 1997, FLVS opened with 77 enrollments in five courses. Since that time, it has grown to 113,900
enrollments in over 90 courses. It began as an online high school and has since expanded to include the
middle school level. lIts mission has been amplified by the Florida Legislature' to reflect a focus on access
and acceleration for targeted Florida students. These students include, but may not be limited to, home
education students, students in inner-city and rural high schools that may benefit from access to higher-
level courses, and students seeking acceleration in order to graduate from high school at least one
semester early.

Years From/To Enrollment From/To Percentage Growth
1997 Oto 77 77 Baseline Year
1998 77 to 225 148 192%
1999 225 to 1,100 875 389%
2000 1,100 to 3,900 2,800 255%
2001 3,900 to 8,900 5,000 128%
2002 8,900 to 11,500 2,600 29%
2003 11,500 to 14,000 2,500 22%
2004 14,000 to 31,000 17,000 121%
2005 31,000 to 48,000 17,000 55%
2006 48,000 to 68,000 20,000 42%
2007 68,000 to 113,900 45,900 68%

Business principles suggest that it takes significant agility and organization to accommodate growth
and expansion of this magnitude. This is especially true in a climate of evolutionary regulations and
ever-changing technologies.

Elements that have enabled FLVS to successfully meet the challenges have included:

o Steadfast support by the Florida Legislature;

e Stability of FLVS leadership, especially the President and CEO Julie Young, a nationally
recognized e-learning expert;

e Sustained interest by the statewide business community;

o Powerful networking throughout the country;

e Consistent focus on its core mission: “To deliver a high quality, technology-based, education
that provides the skills and knowledge students need for success in the 21 century.”

At this pace, Florida Virtual School will exceed 200,000 enrollments within two years.

! See: Section 1002.37, F.S.




As Florida Virtual School is fundamentally a market-driven school choice program,
evidence of increased enrollment to this extent is a positive indicator of the public’s
satisfaction with its programs and services. Thus it can be concluded that FLVS has met its
burden of responsibility to be viewed as an asset by the people of this great state.
Numbers alone, however, are not sufficient evidence to justify any program’s continuation,
as policymakers must base that decision on appropriate student outcomes and cost-
effectiveness. (These issues are addressed later in this summary.)

The Florida Legislature has poised the school for success in scaleabity by establishing FLVS
as an independent school district, providing it with its own Board of Trustees, and
empowering the school to be creative in its expansion efforts. This has led to some bold

innovations, such as the franchise program and the recently announced Florida Virtual
Global School.

This freedom to thrive, however, has not occurred without tensions among various entities.
Public education - in all of its forms - is ultimately a joint enterprise among the federal,
state and local governments. Since FLVS serves students from all over the state, these
students may be leaving a local district, with all that that implies.

Policymakers must continue to weigh all relevant evidence and ultimately make decisions
that best meet the needs of students and the state.

"There has been no shortage of solutions for
improving the nation's public schools. School
leadership, teacher quality, standards, testing,
funding, and a host of other issues have
crowded reform agendas. But an important
trend in public education has gone largely
unnoticed in the cacophony of policy
proposals: the rise of a completely new class

of public schools - "virtual" schools using the
Internet to create online classrooms - that is
bringing about reforms that have long eluded
traditional public schools."

Bill Tucker
Chief Operating Officer

Education Sector
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The students at Florida Virtual School were ethnically
diverse, though not at the levels of traditional public
schools throughout the state.

Students at Florida Virtual School represent every major ethnic group. However, minority
populations at traditional schools were significantly higher than were evidenced at Florida Virtual
School. This was especially true for African-American students, and to a lesser degree, for Hispanic
students.

AIEE Hispanic Multi-Ethnic Other WA, N>

Group

American Hispanic

Ethnicity ~ of
2004-2006
FLVS 5.9% 2.5% 8.0% 5.0% 3.6% 74.9%
Middle

School

Enrollments
Ethnicity — of
2004-2006
State 23.7% 2.1% 22.5% 2.5% 0.3% 48.8%
Middle

School

Enrollments
Ethnicity  of
2004-2006
FLVS High 9.6% 3.9% 14.8% 3.5% 2.6% 65.6%
School

Enrollments
Ethnicity  of
2004-06

State High 23.4% 2.4% 21.5% 1.5% 0.3% 51.0%
School

Enrollments

Florida is the fourth most populous state in the nation and certainly among the most
diverse. Of the roughly 2.5 million K-12 Florida students, 53.3 % are minorities. Fifteen
percent (15%) have a disability, and 9% have a heritage language other than English.
Over 45% are eligible for the federal Free or Reduced Lunch program. More than 6% will
be retained at least once in their public school experience.

While not all of these distinctions are necessarily relevant to the mission of Florida Virtual
School, at least for today, the concept of diversity merits attention.
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What is there about e-learning in general that fails to adequately entice minority students
to participate at higher levels? Why do African-American and Hispanic students have a
high withdrawal rate compared to their enrollment shares?

Some theorize that the answers to these questions rest with the notion of the digital divide.
Perhaps that is true. But the great majority of FLVS students are part-time, taking just one
or two courses. They spend the rest of their day on the campus of a comprehensive school
site, where computers are available - to the universe of students, including minorities.

To glean a more in-depth understanding of this issue, Florida TaxWatch attempted to
secure national data about minority participation in online learning programs. Hard data
are simply not available at this time, as most states do not compile such figures. However,
perceptual data from national experts suggested that participation hovers around 10%.
Thus it would seem that Florida Virtual School is outpacing the country in its service to
minority students. A third of their student enrollments (33%) are by minority students.

Of course, schools can always do better, and Florida Virtual School would be well-served
by conducting further research in this area.

The students at Florida Virtual School represented various
levels of academic proficiency but reflected a more
narrowed student population than traditional sites.

It is sometimes characterized that students at Florida Virtual School are predisposed to success
because of their perceived existing scholastic proficiency and relative affluence. The most objective
data that were available on the topic of academic elitism was the cumulative grade point average
(gpa) of Florida Virtual School students. By definition, the gpa statistic reflects grades earned both at
FLVS and the school of origin. The data indicated that the average gpa for FLVS students was a 2.3,
or a strong “C" average.

Because Florida Virtual School has a keenly defined mission in law, the program serves only those
students “who meet the profile for success in this educational delivery context,” s. 1002.37, Florida
Statutes. Thus students who need special programs or services because of disabilities, language
barriers, or the like may not find enrollment in a FLVS course a suitable option. However, every case
is handled on an individual basis.

It should be noted that students are required to have regular access to appropriate computer
hardware and software in order to participate in FLVS coursework. Many do this from home; others
utilize computers at the school of origin.

School success is a product of multiple variables, including, but definitely not limited to,
ability and performance. Students may possess the essential knowledge, skills and abilities
to master course content but choose not to do so. Most people have heard the comment,
“Johnny doesn’t apply himself.”



This may or may not be the reason that 25% of the high school students at FLVS have a
cumulative grade point average of 1.3 or below on a 4.0 scale. (The cumulative gpa
reflects grades earned from all institutions from which the student took courses. Since most
FLVS students are part-time, the majority of the sites contributing to the gpa would be other
public schools.) Whatever the cause, it is true that FLVS students do not universally come to
the program with outstanding records of achievement.

In fact, the school’s gpa quadrants are fairly balanced: 25% particularly high, 25%
particularly low, and the rest in the middle.

Yet FLVS high school students outperform their counterparts in two critical areas of
measurement: test scores and grades earned in courses.

Policymakers must continue to disabuse naysayers of the notion that virtual education is
only for the academically elite. The data suggest otherwise.

Middle and high school students at Florida Virtual School
utilized the program in different ways and chiefly enrolled
in courses needed to meet high school graduation
requirements or to progress to the next grade.

Middle school students at Florida Virtual School tended to take more online courses than did their
high school counterparts. The average was 4 per year. Ninety percent (90%) of their enrollments
were in core academic subjects of English, mathematics, science and social studies. Therefore, it
appeared that middle school students utilized FLVS as their primary learning site. This comported
with school of origin information, which indicated that 76.1% of the middle school enrollments were
from students who were home schooled. (Provision of educational services to home schooled
students is part of the statutory mission for FLVS, per s. 1002.37, Florida Statutes.) Middle school
enrollments represented 10% of the FLVS total.

High school students, on the other hand, averaged two enrollments per year, or one enrollment per
semester. Thus FLVS enrollment was primarily a supplement to conventional educational services.
This aligned with school of origin information, which indicated that 72.9% of the total high school
enrollments were from traditional public school settings. Fifty-eight percent (58%) of their enrollments
were in the core academic subjects of English, mathematics, science and social studies. Another
9.4% were in the area of foreign languages. The rest were in other subject areas required for
graduation, such as health/physical education at 21.7%, and electives.  High school enrollments
represented 90% of the FLVS total.

Americans live in a menu-driven society where options are readily available in practically
every aspect of life. “One-size-fits-all” is not a concept with which people are comfortable,
preferring instead to make a selection from a range of offerings. Although public
education has been somewhat slow to warm up to this ideaq, the trends from Florida Virtual
School make a compelling case for personalized decision-making.
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Since FLVS students are free to select a participation level that best meets their needs, the
market drives the menu. The patterns that have emerged are natural to the market,
generating one general trend for middle schoolers and another for those in high school.
Perhaps just as important, though, is the fact that there is no “right” way. Students at both
levels can and do break the mold.

The data also validate that students make good choices about their courses. They clearly
select enrollments that will move them forward on their path to graduation.

Florida TaxWatch has a long history of encouraging competition as a means of increasing
taxpayer value. Competition, in the form of educational choices for students and their
families, can improve student outcomes. Policymakers should continue to embrace the
concept of personalized educational planning and school choice options.

Students at Florida Virtual School earned higher grades.

Grades are a reflection of a constellation of factors, highlighted by ability and performance. Many
variables contribute to a student’s final grade in a course. The facts presented in this study
represented findings, not speculations about causes or connections. This is especially important to
remember when considering the FCAT results. The facts provide a picture of the findings, not a
statement of correlation or causation.

Florida TaxWatch approached the element of final course grades in two ways. The first was a
comparison of the high school students’ performance against themselves, so to speak. The final
grades of FLVS students were compiled for the 2005-06 school year. These were compared with
the grades that those same students had earned in that subject area the year before at a traditional
public high school. There were clear results. The findings were that FLVS students earned higher
grades in their online courses than they had earned in courses in that same subject area in the
traditional public school setting, as depicted in the following table:

Grade Earned in Subject Area w/Enrollment Pattern of Traditional
Traditional Public High School (2005) to FLVS (2006) Public School
A 39% 55%
B 28% 27%
C 17% 12%
D 8% 3%
F 8% 3%

The second way that the element of final course grades was analyzed was quite different. The
grades earned in high school subjects taken by students via FLVS were compared against grades
earned in the same subjects by students in the traditional public high school setting. A letter grade to
numeric grade conversion was utilized to determine these results.
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In 2004-05, FLVS students outperformed their traditional school counterparts in nine out of ten
subject areas. The one exception was the set of courses that represented art/visual arts, wherein
both sets of students scored an average of 85% as their final grade.

In the 2005-06 school year, the grades earned in high school courses taken by students via FLVS
were again consistently higher than those for students taking courses in the traditional public high
school setting. FLVS students outperformed their traditional school counterparts in nine out of ten
subject areas. The one exception was the set of courses that represented art/visual arts, wherein
FLVS students averaged a final grade of 84% compared with traditional public school students who
earned an 85%.

In a survey, FLVS students were asked this question: How difficult is your FLVS course compared
with coursework in traditional public schools? This firsthand comparison of educational
provision methods by students indicated: 36% found the FLVS course to be the same difficulty level
as public school courses, 27% more difficult, 21% less difficult; with 15% not sure. Thus, although
63% of students perceived the FLVS course to be at the same or an