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In the fall of 2003, Virtual High School, Inc. won afedera grant under the Office of
Educational Innovation’s Advanced Placement Incentive Program to create and operate
the Online Advanced Placement (AP) Academy. The goals of this program are to
increase the enrollment of low-income studentsin Advanced Placement courses, and to
prepare them to succeed both in the AP courses as well as on AP tests. The Online AP
Academy seeks to accomplish this goal by offering high-quality AP and pre-AP courses
online to low-income schools. The purpose of this report is to provide formative
evauation findings of the first-year efforts of VHS staff and the participating schools to
implement and manage the AP Academy. It describes the overall progressin
implementing the AP Academy, and highlights areas of success aswell as areas for
improvement.

Project Overview

The delivery of online coursesis only thetip of the Online AP Academy’ s iceberg of
activities. In order to offer online courses, the Virtual High School (VHS) has devel oped
courses, offered professional development to participating teachers, and prepared schools
for site-based management. This evaluation report necessarily begins with a summary of
the scope of the project.

Program Design

The Online AP Academy connects low-income schools to an infrastructure that offers
students an array of academically challenging courses. At the heart of the program design
is VHS' s exchange model, in which schools trade the time of their teachers for student
access to VHS courses. When ateacher from a school instructs asingle course in the
VHS network, the school receives 25 enrollment slots (or “seats’) in any of the courses
that the VHS network offers. This model allows a school to provide numerous low-
demand courses to its students in exchange for assigning a single teacher to teach asingle
VHS course. For the schools participating in the Online AP Academy, students have the
opportunity to take challenging AP and pre-AP courses. To create the Online AP
Academy, VHS proposed to devel op the courses, recruit low-income schools to
participate, provide professional development for the teachers to teach challenging
courses online, and prepare each school to manage the participation of their students.

Proposed participation. The VHS proposal stated that in the first year of the Online AP
Academy, 12 pairs of low-income high schools and middle schools would join the
project. Each high school would contribute two teachers to the VHS network, and each
middle school would contribute one. Each school would be able to register 25 studentsin
VHS courses for each teacher. It was at the school’ s discretion to choose how to alot its
seats; it could direct some of its allotment toward regular VHS courses that were not part
of the AP Academy. The grant required some high school teachersto participate in
professional development during spring 2004, and for the remaining high school teachers,
along with all middle school teachers, to participate in fall 2004. As a condition of their
participation, each school agreed to provide release time (.2 FTE) for their participating
teachers. In addition to the two teachers, each school assigned a site coordinator to handle
the day-to-day management of the project on the school’s end.

Learning Point Associates AP Academy 2003-04 Evaluation Report—1



Actual participation. VHS recruited seven school districts for the first year of the grant.
These will be referred to as the first cohort. The Hartford and Springfield school districts
departed from the typical model by distributing their student seats among multiple
schools within the district. Table 1 summarizes the participating schools and districts,
along with data regarding the low-income status of the students (as measured by the
percentage of students eligible for the federal Free and Reduced Price Lunch program).

The following sections provide an overview of the different activities of the grant.

Table 1. Total Enroliment and Eligibility for Free and Reduced Price Lunch

Program (FRPL) at Schools Participating in the Online AP Academy

District High School (HS) Middle School | HS % HS
Enrollment | FRPL
2002-03 Eligible
Chicago (IL) Simeon HS — 1,535 92%
Goldsboro (NC) | Goldsboro HS Dillard MS 673 72%
Hartford (CT) Weaver HS 1,312 27%
Bulkeley HS 1,825 46%
Hartford Public HS Fox MS 1434 74%
Hartford Classical Magnet ) 420* 95%
Classica
Pathway to Technology Magnet 200* 95%
Magnet
Sports and Medical 311 95%
Sciences Academy
Springfield (MA) | Putnam Vocational 1,100 47%
Technical HS
Springfield Central HS Van SickleMS | 1,817 36%
Springfield HS of Science 1,744 29%
and Technology
Ware (MA) Ware Jr./Sr. HS Ware Jr./Sr. HS | 447* 40%
Westbury (NY) | Westbury HS Westbury MS | 1,092 58%
Worcester (MA) | South High Comm. School | Sullivan MS 1,459 46%

* Enrollment number reflects only high school students in ajunior/senior high school.
Source: QED State School Guides (2004 Edition).

Course Development and Offerings

The AP Academy plansto offer three levels of courses that scaffold upon each other. The
purpose of the first two levelsis to expose students to advanced study courses at an
appropriate level of difficulty in order to prepare students for success in the Advanced

Placement level.




Level 1 —Exploring AP courses are four-week modules that introduce middie
school students to an academic topic in afun and engaging manner. They are
intended to be enrichment courses that will build some of the skills that will
support more challenging work. The teachers hired to devel op these courses are
experienced in the subject matter and understand the course®intent and its
audience.

Level 2 —Pre-AP courses cover the knowledge and skills that are prerequisite to
the AP level, such as active questioning, textual analysis, and higher-level thinking.
These one semester courses are designed to give students exposure to advanced
study, but at a slower pace. They are designed so that even students who are not in
the “honors track” can succeed in them. They focus on developing the skills a
student needs for advanced study, rather than on coverage of material.

AP Leve courses present the content and skills that are necessary to prepare for the
College Board's AP exam. Each course is one academic year in duration.

According to the VHS proposal, each developer of apre-AP or AP courseisan
experienced VHS teacher who has previously taught on the AP level in aface-to-face
environment. Four curriculum coordinators supervised the development of al of the
courses within their area of expertise (e.g., socia studies).

Progress on cour se development and offerings. The devel opers completed 11 pre-AP
coursesin fall 2003, and VHS began offering these courses in spring 2004; the course
devel opers who designed them also served as the course instructors during that initial
semester. The pace of development of the AP courses was slower, because these courses
covered an entire year. VHS began developing six of these coursesin fall 2003, and plans
to complete them in summer 2004. They already offered six AP courses prior to the start
of the grant. The AP courses will be offered to students starting fall 2004, as scheduled.
Course developers completed twelve Exploring AP courses in summer 2004, and VHS
plans to offer them beginning in fall 2004. This differs slightly from the original plan to
offer the courses in summer 2004, because participating middle schools did not have
enough time to recruit students or to train teachers.

The Online AP Academy plans to offer coursesin the following areas:

Biology

Calculus (A/B and B/C)*
Chemistry

Computer Science

Economics

English Language & Composition
English Literature

! On the Exploring AP and pre-AP level, Calculusiis offered as asingle course.



Environmental Science
European History

Government and Politics: U.S.
Physics

Statistics

U.S. History

Psychology (Exploring AP only)

Professional Development

Each teacher participated in professional development to prepare to teach online. This
was delivered through Netcourse Instructional Methodology (NIM), Virtual High
School® 15-week online course that teaches the pedagogy of online instruction and
teaching strategies for an online environment. Additionally, the course provided the
opportunity for teachers to modify the course that they will be teaching (which has
previously been designed). A course facilitator provided each NIM participant with
feedback on these course modifications. Participants in NIM engaged in group projects
and discussions, thereby gaining first-hand experience in online instructional techniques.

In addition to the NIM training, grant teachers who planned to teach AP courses attended
aweek-long residential institute in Advanced Placement teaching and exam-taking
strategies.

Project Roles

The implementation of the Online AP Academy involves several different roles at each
participating site. The duties of each are summarized below:

Teachers. As explained above, each participating district selected two teachersto serve as
onlineinstructors. To apply for this role, teachers need to submit an online application
detailing their teaching experience and interest in participation in the Online AP
Academy, along with the recommendation of their principal. Teachers also need to be
certified to teach in the discipline of the online course. Teachers receive a $350 stipend
for completing the NIM training and committing to teach a VHS course.

Ste coordinators. Among the duties associated with the role of site coordinator are
recruiting and registering, ordering books and supplies, arranging computer time,
supervising student work, and corresponding with teachers. One aspect of supervision of
students is monitoring the current grade average of students (updated every two weeks in
adatabase), and checking in when students appear to be having difficulty. Students
themselves may call on their site coordinators when they experience problems, such as a
loss of computer access or difficulties with ateacher. Other duties include reporting
student grades to their school registrar, and adding and dropping students by utilizing the
VHS online registration database. Site coordinators liaise with guidance counselors and
principals about student recruitment. In some schools, they directly handle recruitment
activities, such as publicizing the AP Academy’ s course offerings and speaking to



qualified, interested students. In other schools, they publicize the program to the guidance
counselors who in turn recruit qualified students.

Site coordinators submit an online application and present a recommendation from their
principal in order to obtain the position. In order to learn how to discharge their duties,
they must complete the Site Coordinator Orientation (SCO). Thisis afour-week, online
professional development course taken entirely over the Internet. Participants receive
approximately five hours of coursework per week. During the course, site coordinators
learn VHS policies and procedures, how to receive and report student grades, and how to
recruit and register students. SCO teaches new Site Coordinators about the environment
in which VHS courses are taught and provides the skills they need to navigate VHS
courses. Participants are also given recruitment and information resources they can use at
their local schools. They receive a $350 stipend for completing the training.

Principals. Therole of the principal isto select teachers and site coordinators to
participate in the AP Academy. The principal also provides resources such astime, space
and equipment, and serves as the overall supervisor for the site coordinators. In some
schools, the principal may inform the site coordinator about students who would like to
participate in AP courses that are not currently being offered at the school.

District administrators. The role of district-level staff isto approve participation in the
project, to set policies about how to implement it (e.g., allotting time during the day for
computer use), and to provide material and support when necessary. In the two
districtwide participants, district personnel coordinate district policies across al of the
Sites.

Students. Qualified students are those who are capable of performing high-level academic
work in the topic of a given class, and whose record demonstrates the ability to be
responsible, consistent, and self-directed. Students are expected to do their assignments
and to participate in discussions with their peers and the teacher.

Online Course Delivery

According to the VHS Web site, VHS classes are teacher-facilitated. Class sizes are
limited to 25, and there is an emphasis on interaction between teachers and students.
Activities are student-centered and discussion and group activities are a part of each VHS
course. Virtual High School classes take place entirely over the Internet, and are offered
in a scheduled asynchronous mode. That means that classes follow a semester schedule
and assignments are due at specified weekly intervals. However, students can complete
their work at anytime during the week, aslong as work is posted by specified due dates.

Evaluation Overview

For the three-year duration of the grant, Learning Point Associates will independently
evauate the Online AP Academy through a subcontract agreement with VHS. During the
first two years of the grant, the evaluation will provide formative information about the



quality and extent of project implementation. The formative evaluation will report on
progress towards achieving the following objectives of the AP Academy:?

1. Accessto challenging courses. Increase access to high-quality, challenging pre-
AP courses to middle school students and high school students prior to and in
preparation for taking AP courses.

2. Accessto AP courses. Increase the number of AP courses available to low-
income students taught by highly qualified, trained, and experienced online
teachers with proven track records of successin AP courses.

3. Vertical teams. Identify and train vertical teams of teachers from schools serving
low-income communities to successfully offer online and face-to-face pre-AP
courses and AP courses.

4. Course development. Provide collaborative course devel opment workshops
online for pre-AP and AP teachers to facilitate vertical team teaching and course
devel opment.

5. Professional development. Provide the professional development necessary for
teachersin targeted schools to prepare them to teach online and to become
successful instructors of pre-AP and AP courses.

6. Mentoring of teachers. Provide mentoring by experienced AP teachersto
teachersin the targeted schools new to teaching pre-AP and AP courses.

7. Supervision of teachers. Provide ongoing supervision of those teachersin the
grant schools by highly qualified and experienced teachers of AP courses.

8. Student participation. Over three years, enable over 4,000 students in 52 targeted
schools to participate in challenging and engaging online pre-AP and AP courses.

9. Course offerings. Provide access to 14 unique AP courses in core academic areas
to all targeted schools regardless of school size.

10. Onlinelearning for all. Provide all students in targeted schools, not only those in
advanced study courses, access to the more than 150 online high school courses
available through Virtual High School.

In the third year, the evaluation will include a summative component to focus on the
achievement of the following project goals:

Increase the number of AP courses available to low-income students.
Increase the number of low-income students taking—and passing—AP courses.
Increase the number of low-income students taking—and passing—AP exams.

2 Source: 2004 Online AP Academy Annual Performance Report (VHS).



Project Implementation in Year One

The purpose of this evaluation report is to provide information on the quality and extent
of implementation of the Online AP Academy in 2003-04, itsinitia year of funding.
Because the project is still inits preliminary phase, it is not appropriate to evaluate the
achievement of its objectives. For this reason, the report will discuss program objectives
only so far asthey relate to activitiesin the first year. Theses activities encompass the
following aspects. course development, professional development, school-based
management, and student participation and learning.

Data Collection Methods

In order to evaluate implementation of the Online AP Academy, Learning Point
Associates conducted surveys and interviews with participants in the project’s activities.
VHS sent surveys to site coordinators, administrators, and teachersin spring of 2004, and
Learning Point Associates conducted phone interviews with teachers, administrators, site
coordinators, and course developers during the summer of 2004 (see Appendixes A—C for
copies of the surveys, and Appendixes D—E for copies of the interview protocols).

VHS sent surveysto all ten teachers that completed the professional development course
for online teaching, and to the principals and site coordinators at each of the participating
schoolslisted in Table 1. Five teachers, five site coordinators, and six principals returned
these surveys.® Five teachers, three site coordinators, and two administrators participated
in phone interviews. Five of 11 developers of the pre-AP courses also participated in
phone interviews. The developers for the other two levels of courses did not participate in
the interview because their course development was still ongoing at the time of the
evauation.

District Participation

To understand the scope of implementation, it is useful to look at the extent to which the
districts are participating in the project. In the spring of 2004, atotal of 90 students from
six of the seven participating school districts enrolled in a pre-AP course. An additional
39 students from three schools enrolled in regular VHS courses (not part of the AP
Academy). Attrition among the pre-AP enrollees was high—Dby the end of the semester,
over half of the students had dropped the course. As depicted in Table 2, there was
substantial variance among schools in terms of the amount of student attrition they
experienced. There was also substantial variation in the passing rate of various courses.
Table 3 provides amore detailed look at how students from different schools fared in
different courses. For example, 11 of the 14 initial enrolleesin pre-AP Economics passed
the class, whereas none of the 14 enrolleesin pre-AP U.S. History passed the class.

3 VHS administered student and superintendent surveys at the end of the spring 2004 semester. Because
only four of each group returned these surveys (with all of the student respondents from a single school),
the sample size was not adequate to analyze.



Table 2. Course Enrollment and Completion Rates of Pre-AP Cour ses, by School

School District School Initial Course Received
Enrollees Completers Credit

Hartford Bulkeley HS 5 2 (40%) 1 (20%)

Hartford Public 3 1 (33%) 0

HS

Weaver HS 4 0 0

HS of Science 2 2 (100%) 2 (100%)
Springfield & Technology

Simeon Career 21 9 (43%) 3 (14%)
Chicago Prep. HS
Ware Ware Jr./Sr. HS 4 3 (75%) 3 (75%)
Westbury Westbury HS 23 16 (70%) 13 (57%)

South High 28 11 (39%) 11 (39%)
Worcester Comm. School

Note: A student must receive aD or above to receive credit.

Table 3. Course Enrollment and Completion Rates of Pre-AP Courses, by Course

Completing | Received

CourseTitle Enrollment | Course Credit
Pre-AP Biology 14 7 (50%) 5 (36%)
Pre-AP Calculus 10 4 (40%) 4 (40%)
Pre-AP Chemistry 2 0 0
Pre-AP Computer Science 9 4 (44%) 4 (44%)
Pre-AP Economics 14 11 (79%) 11 (79%)
Pre-AP English Language

oy 1 0 0
and Composition
Pre-AP English Literature 16 9 (56%) 4 (25%)
grcti-:;:\CPeEnw ronmental 2 (67%) 2 (67%)
Pre-AP Physics B 3 2 (67%) 1 (33%)
Pre-AP Statistics 4 3 (75%) 2 (50%)
Pre-AP U.S. History 14 0 0
Grand Total 90 42 (47%) 33 (37%)




Finally, Table 4 combines both the school and course compl etion rates.

Table4. Number of Students Enrolling in and Passing Pre-AP Cour ses

Hartford School District Chicago | Worcester | Springfield | Ware | Westbury
Hartford HS of
Bulkeley | Public Weaver | Simeon Science & Ware | Westbury | Grand
HS HS HS HS South HS Technology | HS HS Total
Pre-AP Biology 1(0) 2(0) 1(0) 3(0) 1(1) 6 (4) 14 (5)
Pre-AP Calculus 10 (4) 10 (4
Pre-AP Chemistry | 1(0) 1(0) 2(0)
Pre-AP Computer
Science 6 (4) 1(0) |2(0) 9(4)
Pre-AP Economics 2D 1(D 2(2) |9(7) 14 (11)
Pre-AP English
Language and
Composition 1(0) 1(0)
Pre-AP English
Literature 2(1) 1(0) 12 (3) 1(0) 16 (4)
Pre-AP
Environmental
Science 1(0) 1(1) |1(1) 3(2
Pre-AP Physics B 1(0) 1(0) 1(1) 3D
Pre-AP Statistics 3(2) 1(0) 4(2)
Pre-AP U.S.
History 1(0) 3(0) 7(0) 2 (0) 1(0) 14 (0)
Grand Total 51) 3(0) 4(0) 21 (3) 28 (11) 2(2 4(3) | 23(13) 90 (33)

Note: Numbersin parentheses reflect the number of students passing the course.

Participation in regular VHS courses. Participating schools were free to use their seats to
enroll studentsin regular VHS courses in addition to AP Academy courses. The table
below indicates the extent to which various schools did so this past year.

Table 5. Participation in Regular VHS Versus Online AP Academy Cour ses

Type of Course

District Grant School Regular | AP Academy | Grand
VHS Total
Hartford Bulkeley HS 5 5
Weaver HS 3 4 7
Hartford Public HS 2 3 5
Springfield | HS of Science & Tech. 2 2
Chicago Simeon Career Academy 21 21
Ware Ware Junior/Senior HS 20 4 24
Westbury HS 23 23
Worcester South High Comm. School 14 28 42
Grand Total 39 90 129




It isimportant to note that “regular” VHS courses also provide the academic challenge
that can prepare students for AP level courses. The regular VHS courses provide al of
the benefits of online learning, such as mastery of new technology, fostering of
independence, and exposure to students from a variety of backgrounds and income levels.
For this reason, student participation in these courses provides an important benefit to
their schools.

Course Development

During their interviews, the devel opers of the pre-AP courses spoke about their
participation in course devel opment.

Previous experience of course developers. The Online AP Academy proposal states that
course developers will be experienced online teachers who have previously taught their
specific course in aface-to-face environment. Based on interviews with five such
developers, it appears that there was some variability in their previous experience with
online teaching and AP instruction in the topic area. All of the developers had taught an
AP course at some time, athough not always on the topic for which they were hired to
teach. Some but not al of the developers had participated in VHS' s online training for
course devel opment.

VHS support for course development. According to the interviews, VHS supported the
development of each course with guidance from the VHS dean and from an additional
VHS teacher who reviewed the work of the curriculum coordinator. Regardless of their
level of previous experience, the course devel opers expressed praise for the feedback that
the VHS curriculum coordinators provided on the course. One remarked that the VHS
staff were “very informative, and helpful in every aspect.” This feedback addressed
technical aspects, such as hyperlink checking; and instructional elements, such as how to
implement certain activities online. In at least one case, VHS advised ateacher to include
more of an emphasis on basic skills, in order to meet the needs of the student population.
Perhaps as a result of this support, al stated that their course had met the guidelines and
stipulations of VHS. Moreover, none felt the need to modify their coursein a significant
manner when they taught it during the spring 2004 semester.

Despite this assistance, two course devel opers stated that they lacked clear guidelines for
the content of the course at the outset. One of them lacked clarity about gearing a course
to the pre-AP level, noting that there was “not alot of guidance about pre-AP courses
from the College Board” (i.e., the purveyors of the AP tests). The other one did not know
whether or not the purpose of the course was to groom students for the AP level. This
individual suggested that VHS provide a checklist for course content. Finally, nearly all
of the course devel opers reported being pressured by the short amount of time they had to
finish their course. One developer suggested that summer is a better time for course
development, although this was clearly not feasible given the tight schedule in Y ear One.

Professional Development

The NIM training was the centerpiece of VHS's professional development for grant
teachers to start instructing the online courses. During spring 2004, 11 teachers began this



online, graduate credit course; ten completed it. Of these, three teachers trained to teach
AP courses, and seven trained to teach the pre-AP courses. The responses of teachersto
surveys and interviews indicate the usefulness of the NIM training, along with afew
areas in need of improvement.

Utility of training. Teachers gave high ratings of the usefulness of the training, with all
survey respondentsrating it “very useful.” Five of six principals also agreed that the
professional development had prepared their teachers adequately for their online teaching
assignment. In interviews, teachers described the following online instructional skills that
they gained from the course:

- Conducting online discussions involving al students, promoting dialog, and
managing conflict.

- Technical skills, suchas HTML, use of the Blackboard environment, and doing
online research.

- Promoting collaboration and group work, and appreciating the value of group
work.

- Incorporating outside Web sites that add to student interest.

Teachers stated that this training had improved the delivery of their face-to-face courses
in the areas of planning, communication, and technology use. Moreover, four of five
teachers agreed (or strongly agreed) that they have used some of the pedagogy from their
professional development in their face-to-face classrooms.

Delivery of training. Based on the interviews, teachers felt the online delivery of the
training was appropriate and effective, although some identified areas for improvement.
On the positive side, teachers reported no glitches in their ability to access the class.
Several interviewees praised the group assignments for giving them hands-on experience
with online instruction from the student’ s perspective. Several teachers who did not
previously use group discussions learned the value of such work after engaging in it. Yet
there was a tension between the requirements of the NIM course and the need to prepare
their own online course. Several teachers reported spending upwards of 30 hours per
week on the NIM course, and they felt that VHS vastly underestimated this time
commitment. For this reason, one teacher resented the group assignments as “ busy work”
that prevented her from devoting time to preparing her own course. Two teachers
considered withdrawing from the course because of the time commitment.

Two teachers pointed out the need to be aware of computer neophytes in the course. One
such neophyte had occasional difficulty when the instructor assumed a greater level of
knowledge than he had (e.g., computer lingo such as “formatting”). Another teacher
noted that some participants were slow to catch on to the use of Blackboard. For this
reason, it may help to offer direct and more frequent instruction in the use of the
Blackboard, or at the very least, to remind participants more frequently to utilize the
Knowledge Base.



Teacher modifications and vertical team teaching. During their NIM training, teachers
had the opportunity to adapt their courses to suit their own preferences. The comments
about this aspect of the course can be summarized as follows:

- Participants were very satisfied with the support from the facilitators who
guided them in modifying their course and helped address technical problems,
as reflected by interview comments and survey results (see Iltem “c” in Table 6
for asummary).

- Technical problems with the Blackboard environment greatly frustrated severa
teachers and made relatively minor modifications difficult and time-consuming.
Some participants lost significant amounts of work due to technical
difficulties.*

- Two participants stated that they experienced difficulty with alack of direct
access to technical support (see Iltem “b” in Table 6).

- Participants varied in the degree to which they felt they needed to modify the
course. Two of the teachers drastically revised their courses, whereas two
others needed to make only minor modifications. (Even the minor
maodifications, however, proved to be difficult.)

- Although teachers participated in group discussions and projects, none of them
reported having participated in vertical teams, where teachers of different levels
of the same topic collaborate on curriculum and instruction.

Table 6. Teacher Trainees Ratingsof VHS Support During Training

Item Very Satisfied | Neutral Unsatisfied | Very
satisfied unsatisfied
a. Administrative
4 1

support
b. Technical 1 3 1

support
c. Facilitator 4 1

support
d. Personal

outreach by 1 3 1

VHS staff

Recommendations. Based on these comments, it seems that by improving the technical
difficultiesinvolved in course modification, VHS can significantly reduce the amount of
time participants need to devote to the NIM course. Some partici pants requested direct
access to technical support from VHS, rather than the current practice of having the
facilitator act as a go-between when problems arise.

*VHS began migrating to the Blackboard platform during the NIM course.



School-Based Management

School-based personnel directly involved in the administration of the AP Academy
included the site coordinators and principals.® Thisis the case even in districts with
students participating from multiple schools. In surveys and interviews, these respondents
described the benefits of their school’s participation, VHS support, training for their role,
and the challenges of managing the program. Both roles responded equivalently to

similar survey items, and therefore this report combines their responses to these items.

Ste coordinator training. Most site coordinators rated their orientation as “very useful,”
and all of their principals schools agreed that they had been adequately trained for the
role. Some site coordinators felt that the training could be improved in the following
ways:

- Offer more coverage of bulletin board use.

- Provide clear guidelines about what each school needs to do to support the
success of its students (e.g., minimum computer access and in-school time).

- Give more time during the training to “digest” what was being taught.

Administrative procedures and technical support. In their survey responses, most site
coordinators and principals expressed strong satisfaction with the administrative and
technical assistance they had received from VHS. Moreover, site coordinators expressed
unanimous satisfaction with administrative procedures such as enrolling and dropping
students and obtaining grade reports. These findings are displayed in Tables 7 and 8.° In
interviews, two site coordinators commended the hel pfulness of VHS in handling
problems with computer access. One site coordinator praised the responsiveness of VHS
to problems with a course instructor, and another one appreciated the willingness of VHS
to deliver a presentation to the school’ s guidance counselorsin person.

Table7. Satisfaction of Principals and Site Coordinators With VHS Administrative
and Technical Support

Item N Very Satisfied | Neutral | Unsatis Very N/A or
satisfied -fied | unsatisfied | unsure
a. Administrative
support of VHS 13 8 3 1 1
b. Technical
support of VHS 13 8 2 1 2

® The interviews with the site coordinators clarified that guidance counselors also had a part in registering
students for classes. Their role may be one that merits closer examination in the case studies of schools that
are forthcoming in next year’s evaluation.

® The rating scale for satisfaction varies between these two tables as a result of the fact that the survey
contained items constructed separately by VHS and Learning Point Associates. In future administrations of
these surveys, the rating scales will be consistent.



Table 8. Site Coordinator Satisfaction With VHS Administrative Procedures

VHS Administrative Procedure Very Somewhat | Not at all
satisfied satisfied satisfied
a. Enrolling students 4 2
Dropping students 3 2
c. Obtaining grade reports 4 2
d. Obtaining student grade averages 3 3

The respondents made a few suggestions for how VHS can assist site-based
administration:

- Create el ectronic threaded discussion groups for site coordinators and school
administrators to share special tips for VHS registration or advertising for
recruitment.

- Offer promotional literature to distribute at a Parent Night event in order to
attract more students to the AP Academy.

- Provide more frequent contact with VHS, such as aweekly report on student
grades.

Experiences of site management. In interviews, two of the site coordinators mentioned
recruiting and supervising students as the most time-consuming aspects of the job. The
surveys inquired about the degree of difficulty of various aspects of site management. A
majority of site coordinators and principals acknowledged some difficulty in recruiting
academically qualified students and in providing sufficient computer access time to those
students, as depicted in Table 9. In an interview, one site coordinator suggested that her
school would have appreciated clearer guidance about how much time students should
have at school to use computers, and a*heads up” about the common difficulties that
arise with home computer access.

In interviews, site coordinators and administrators described several changesin site
management they intend to implement for the coming year. These are listed below to
reflect the range of challenges that schools are striving to overcome:

- Provide additional computersinto a specia classroom reserved for VHS
students.

- Assign students adaily class period to work on their VHS class.

- Provide more supervision into student participation and completion of course
assignments, including a weekly meeting between each participant and site
coordinator.



- Communicate more clearly to the students the different ways that the site
coordinator can help them, and strongly encourage them to contact the site
coordinator at the first sign of trouble with the range of issues within the site
coordinator’ s purview.

- Site coordinators will be more proactive in asking studentsif thereis a problem
with the course at the first sign of difficulty.

- Ensure that students do not have outside commitments that will prevent them
from devoting a sufficient amount of time to the course.

Table 9. Ratings of Difficulty of Implementing AP Academy (Principalsand Site
Coordinators)

Implementation N | Very Difficult | Slightly | Not at all | N/A or
Requirement difficult difficult | difficult Unsure
a. Providingreleasetimeto | 13 6 4 3
participating teachers.
b. Providing computer 13 2 5 5 1
access to participating
students.
C. Recruiting academically | 13 3 7 2 1
qualified students.
d. Recruiting teachersto 13 1 3 7 2
participate in the training.
e. Providing academic 13 4 6 3
support to students.

Quality of Teaching and Learning

Delivering high-quality coursesis the core purpose of the Online AP Academy. On their
surveys, principals and site coordinators expressed unanimous satisfaction with overall
quality of the courses.” Four of five site coordinators acknowledged that these courses
required more studying than regular courses at their schools. On the other side of the
coin, the courses may have been too challenging. In the opinion of the spring 2004 pre-
AP instructors, many grant students had difficulty handling the academic demands of
their courses. This problem manifested itself in low levels of assignment completion,
beyond problems with mere access to the course. In the words of one course instructor,
“A lot of students from the grant schools just gave up.” Another instructor opined that
only one of the 15 studentsin his class from the grant schools was academically prepared
to take the AP course at the end of the semester. In the opinion of thisinstructor, the pre-
AP course was not a sufficient remediator for an absence of basic academic skills
(although it was educationally valuable nonethel ess). In summary, the academic level and

"It should be noted, however, that one grant teacher remarked that “ some students have trouble getting
responses from VHS faculty.”



the amount of work of the course proved to be very challenging for the students, to a
point that most could not keep up.

The course instructors tried to accommodate the needs of the grant students for additional
support and guidance. One instructor required her studentsto log in to the course on a
daily basisto ensure their regular participation. Thisinstructor told her students that class
participation and assignment completion would ensure a passing grade. Another
instructor made an extra effort to check in with the site coordinators of his grant students
more frequently, in order to follow through with students who were late in completing
assignments. In the opinion of thisindividual, follow-through from the site coordinator is
the key to a successful program. Nevertheless, the instructors mentioned the following
impediments to the effectiveness of their courses:

- Oneinstructor encountered difficulty with teaching to a group that included
students with differing goals for the course. Some students expected areview
for the AP test, whereas other students expected to receive basic preparation to
advance into a more challenging course level.

- Group work was challenging because students had different schedules, and had
difficulty coming together on a project. It is unclear whether this was any more
difficult than regular VHS courses.

- Life situations of several students impeded their ability to participate. Perhaps
online courses are more susceptible to disruption from outside factors, due to
the substantial amount of personal initiative they require.

Benefits of Participation

In their survey responses, al site coordinators agreed that some or most of their school’s
participating students had benefited in the following ways:

- The AP Academy offered courses that would be otherwise unavailable to
students.

- The AP Academy provided access to technological or subject matter experts
that they otherwise would not have had.

- Students gained experience with distance learning.
- Students acquired new technological skills.
- Student participation fostered independent learning skills.

In their survey responses, al or nearly all of the principals identified the following
benefits to their school of participation in the AP Academy:

- The AP Academy offers courses that would be otherwise unavailable to
students.

- Participation in the Online AP Academy helps the school to achieve its mission
and goals.

- Students have greater access to courses that foster 21st century skills.



- The VHS teacher learned to teach a new course.

Summary of Year One I mplementation

The implementation of the Online AP Academy proceeds apace with most of its
objectives, as summarized by Table 9 below. The project accomplished aremarkable
amount of work initsfirst year: creating a catalog of courses nearly from scratch,
delivering courses to 90 students from seven schools, and training 10 teachers and over a
dozen site coordinators. VHS strove to accomplish so much in such a short period of time
because the Online AP Academy needed to start out with alarge number of course
offerings to attract schoolsto participate. In light of this aggressive schedule, it is not
surprising that the project fell short of its goal for school and student participation.
Perhaps the proposed number of participants was not feasible given the amount of time
that each school had to ramp up to speed on site management. The lower than expected
level of school participation (ten teachers at seven schools instead of 24 teachers from 12
schools) prevented the use of vertical team teaching. According to project managers at
VHS, there were not enough teachers in the training to sustain this approach, which
requires teachers from the same subject areato work together.

Table 9. Summary of Project Objectivesand Related Activitiesin Year One

Objective Year One Implementation

1. Accessto challenging Awaits summative evaluation.

courses

2. Accessto AP courses Awaits summative evaluation.

3. Vertical teams No participants reported participating in vertical teams.

4. Course development Developed 11 pre-AP courses.

5. Professional development | Provided NIM training to ten teachers.

6. Mentoring of teachers Not applicable until Year Two, when grant teachers
start teaching.

7. Supervision of teachers Not applicable until Year Two, when grant teachers
start teaching.

8. Student participation Ninety studentsin seven districts participated in pre-
AP courses. Low-income participation data not yet
available.

9. Course offerings Offered 11 pre-AP courses.

10. Online learning for all Thirty-nine students participated in regular VHS
COUrSes.

The decision of two participating districts to distribute their seats across the entire district
presents an opportunity and a challenge. The opportunity comes from the leveraging of
district resources to direct the implementation of the project. Moreover, the participation



of multiple schools presents an opportunity to rapidly expand the number of teachersto
exchange for student seats, and to thereby increase student participation. From the
perspective of project management, however, the districtwide model presents a challenge.
Currently, both districts report the participation of only a single middle school. Therefore,
some high schools may lack a middle school that feeds into them students who
participated in the Exploring AP courses.

Perhaps the most important formative finding was the apparent mismatch between
students and courses, as indicated by the high rate of attrition and low passing rate. The
reasons for this mismatch are not well understood. On the one hand, there were several
aspects of site management that did not go as smoothly as possible. The late availability
of the pre-AP courses may have prevented the schools from being sel ective about what
students to enroll. In some schools, students did not have adequate computer access. Site
coordinators had to learn on the job about the appropriate level of supervision to offer
their students. Perhaps of greatest importance, many students added their pre-AP course
on top of afull course load. On the other hand, the assessment of several instructors was
that many grant students lacked the prior knowledge and skills to meet the demands of
their courses. The evaluation has little data on how the quality of teaching contributed to
attrition, although courses varied considerably in their student completion rates. It is
important for next year’s evaluation to focus on the reasons for student success and
failure.

Summary of Recommendations

The following isabrief summary of the formative recommendations for improving the
implementation of the Online AP Academy:

Course development. Offer clear guidelines to course devel opers about course content,
such as a checklist. Provide devel opers with an overview of the grant so that they
understand the needs of the target population.

Professional development. Provide computer novices with a compl ete orientation to the
Blackboard interface and check in with them on a frequent basis about their comfort level
with the course environment. Find some way of providing NIM participants with quicker
access to technical assistance (e.g., support staff e-mail address). Finally, fix the
problems with Blackboard that make modifying the course cumbersome.

Ste-based administration. Clearly state the importance of providing students with time
and equipment to access their courses. Assist with recruitment by providing promotional
literature for schools to distribute. Create an electronic discussion group for site
coordinators and school administrators so they can talk to each other about their
experiences and to exchange ideas. Maintain frequent contact with site coordinators, such
as sending the biweekly grade report directly to them. Finally, consider making face-to-
face visitsin order to explain the program, especially to newly participating schools.

Enhancing the educational experience. Communicate clearly the academic goals of each
course to site coordinators and guidance counselors, so that the student population has
uniform expectations. Encourage site coordinators to recruit students who can handle the



time commitment and who have demonstrated the ability to be self-motivating. Identify
the basic skills that are necessary for success in each course and recruit students who
qualify. Emphasize that a class in the AP Academy must be considered a part of a
student’ s schedule of courses, and not added on to an already full schedule. Finaly,

provide clear guidelines to site coordinators about the need to provide computer access
and dedicated time for coursework.



Appendix A: Teacher Surveys
Section 1. Online AP Academy Questions

School Name:

1. Pleaseindicate whether you have participated in the following activities by circling
“Yes” or “No.” If you circle YES for an activity, please also rate how useful you
found it in preparing you to teach online.

Activity Participate? | If Yes: How useful in preparing you to teach
online?

a. Networking Instructional Very Somewhat  Slightly Not N/A
Methodology (NIM) Yes No Useful Useful Useful Useful
training

b. AP training institute Very Somewhat  Slightly Not N/A
(e.g., Taft) Yes No Useful Useful Useful Useful

c. Online AP training Very Somewhat  Slightly Not N/A
institute (e.g., Apex) Yes No Useful Useful Useful Useful

d. Collaborative course Very Somewhat  Slightly Not N/A
development Yes No Useful Useful Useful Useful

2. Pleaserate your satisfaction with the following components of Virtua High School
by placing an “X” in the appropriate box.

Very Satisfied Neutral Unsatisfied Very N/A or
satisfied unsatisfied unsure
e. Administrative
support of VHS
f. Technical support
of VHS

g. Facilitator support
during training

h. Personal outreach
by VHS staff




How difficult wasit for your school to meet each of the following requirements for
participation in the Online AP Academy? Indicate your response by placing an ‘X’ in

the appropriate box.

Very

difficult

Difficult

Slightly
difficult

Not at all | N/A or
difficult unsure

Providing release time to
participating teachers

Providing computer access to
participating students

Recruiting academically
qualified students

Recruiting teachers to
participate in the training.

Providing academic support
to students

Providing administrative
support for project

Section 2. Students and VHS

Students participating in VHS
courses become engaged in their
coursework.

Students participating in VHS
courses participate in collaborative
learning with their peers.

Students participating in VHS
courses develop important 21st
century learning skills*.

Students, schools, and teachers
benefit from VHS course offerings.

A1l. Pleasetell us more about the quality of VHS courses by indicating your level of
agreement or disagreement with the following statements. (Please check one box on each
line)

Neither

Agree
Strongly Strongly
Agree Agree Disagree Disagree Disagree

* 21st century learning skills include: core subject knowledge, information literacy skills, global
awareness, communication skills, thinking, and problem-solving skills, and interpersonal and self-
directional skills.




Section 3: VHS and You

B1. Please tell us about support services you may have received from VHS during course
delivery. For each support service listed, pleasetell us:

- Whether you have sought the service.
- If s0, how helpful the service wasto you.

Please circle your response below.

Have you sought | If sought service, how

this service? helpful was it to you?
. . Very helpful
a. Technical assistance Yes Somewhat helpful
No (Skip to b) Not very helpful
Not at all helpful
. Very helpful
" ommnicate wih sudents, | o Somewhat helpful
. : ' No (Skip to c) Not very helpful
site coordinators, or schools
Not at all helpful
c. Other type of service (please Yes Very helpiul
' specify) Somewhat helpful
P No Not very helpful

Not at all helpful

Bla. How can we make existing services more helpful to you?

B1b. What additional support services can we provide to assist you?

B2. During this school year, how satisfied were you with the VHS procedures for the
following administrative purposes? (Please check one box on each line.)

Very Satisfied  Not at
satisfied all

d. Enrolling students

e. Dropping students

f.  Filing student grade reports

If not at all satisfied, what can we do to assist you?

B3. During this school year, did you give VHS any input regarding program policies?
(Please check one box.)

Yes

No




B3a. If yes, how satisfied were you with VHS' s responsiveness to your input?

(Please check one box.)

Very Satisfied Satisfied Not Satisfied

If not satisfied, please explain:

B4. How beneficial were these VHS communications to you?

Very Somewhat | Not at all Not aware of this

Newsletter

Annual Report

Zine (online magazine)

Weekly e-mail updates

VHS Web site

B4a. What additional VHS communications would you find helpful ?

B5. Please tell us more about how VHS has assisted you and your students by indicating
your level of agreement with the statements below:

Neither
Agree

Strongly nor Strongly

Agree Agree Disagree Disagree Disagree

I have used some of the pedagogy
I've learned through VHS in my
face-to-face classes.

VHS has expanded teaching and
learning opportunities for me and
my students.

My students have a greater sense
of community with students from
other regions because of their VHS
classes.

My students’ work with VHS reflects
positively on their college
applications.

Very Stisfied Satisfied

Section 4. Overall Satisfaction With VHS and Recommendations

C1. Focusing on this school year, please indicate your overall level of satisfaction with
Virtual High School: (Please check one box.)

Not Satisfied

C2. What can the VHS staff do differently to improve VHS?

C3. What do you consider to be the strengths of VHS?




Appendix B: Site Coordinator Surveys

Section 1. Student Experiences with VHS

Al. How do VHS courses compare to your school®regular courses with respect to the

following? (Please check one box on each line.)

Much

more

About

the

Much

More Same Less less

Don’t
know

a. Time spent studying

Amount learned

c. Student engagement

d. Course completion

e. Interaction with their teacher

f. Interaction with other VHS
students

A2. What proportion of VHS students in your school benefited by the program in each of

As a result of participating in VHS, students in my

school:

a. Took courses they would otherwise not have been
able to take.

b. Took fewer courses that were taught by teachers
teaching outside of their areas of expertise.

c. Took a course in a highly specialized field by a
certified teacher that would otherwise have not
been available.

d. Acquired new technological skills.

e. Had access to technological or subject matter
experts (besides the VHS teacher) that they
otherwise would not have been able to access.

f.  Are better prepared to work independently.

g. Formed a sense of community with students
outside their geographic area.

h. Were able to apply concepts learned in their VHS

classes to their face to face classes.
Other (Please specify.)

the following ways? (Please check one box on each line.)

Most or All
VHS
Students

Some No or
VHS Few VHS
Students Students

Don’t
Know




Section 2. Your Evaluation of VHS and Recommendations

B1. Please indicate your overall level of satisfaction with Virtual High School: (Check one box.)
Very Satisfied Satisfied Not Satisfied

Comments:

B2. During the past year, how satisfied were you with the following VHS administrative
procedures? (Please check one box on each line.)

Some- Not Not
Very what very at all

a. Enrolling students

b. Dropping students

c. Obtaining grade reports

d. Obtaining student grade averages

Comments:

B3. In general, how satisfied were you with the quality of VHS courses that your students took
during the past year? (Please check one box.)

Very Satisfied Satisfied Not Satisfied

If you chose not at al satisfied, please tell uswhy:

B4. Are there any aspects of being a Site Coordinator that should receive more emphasisin the
Site Coordinator Orientation? Please specify:

B4a. Would you be interested in receiving further training in these areas?

Yes No

B5. What would you suggest that the VHS staff, or the people at your school, do differently to
improve VHS?

B6. How beneficial were these VHS communications to you?

Very Somewhat | Not at all Not aware of this

Newsletter

Annual Report

Zine (online magazine)
Weekly e-mail updates
VHS Web site

B6a. What additional VHS communications would be helpful to you?

B7. What is the best way for VHS to contact you?
Phone E-Mail Mailing Announcements on VHS Web Site



Appendix C: Principal Surveys

A1. Focusing on this school year, please indicate your overall level of satisfaction with the
Virtual High School Collaborative: (Please check one box.)

Very Satisfied Satisfied Not Satisfied

Comments;

A2. Overal, how satisfied were you with the quality of VHS courses offered to students in your
school this school year? (Please check one box.)

Very Satisfied Satisfied Not Satisfied

Comments:

A3. Isthere a particular course(s) you are displeased with, and if so, please list the course here
and explain why:

A4. Are there any other courses you would like VHS to offer?

Ab5. Asaresult of your school’s participation in VHS, have your students been able to take
courses that they would otherwise not have been able to take? (Please check one box.)

Yes No

Comments:

A6. Does participation in VHS help you to achieve your school’ s mission and goals?
Yes No
A7. Has VHS expanded teaching and learning opportunities for your high school?

Yes No
If yes, how? (Select all that apply.):

___Access to more courses

___Accessto courses that foster information literacy skills
___Accessto courses that foster independent learning
____Accessto courses that foster 21st century skills*

___ Our VHS teacher can teach a new course

___ Our VHS teacher has gained new technology skills

_ Our VHS teacher has gained new instructiona skills
___ Other:
* 21st century learning skillsinclude: core subject knowledge, information literacy skills, global
awareness, communication skills, thinking, and problem-solving skills, and interpersonal and
self-directional skills.




A8. Do you feel your Site Coordinator received appropriate training from VHS in order to carry
out the duties of a Site Coordinator?

Yes No

A9. Do you feel your VHS teacher received appropriate professional development from VHS to
be an effective online teacher?

Yes No

A10. How beneficial were VHS communications to you?

Very Somewhat | Not at all Not aware of this

Newsletter

Annual Report

Zine (online magazine)

E-mail and phone

VHS Web site

A11. What benefits do you feel your students and district gained from participating in VHS?



Appendix D: Teacher Interview Protocol
1. What classdid you train to teach? Why did you choose to teach this course?
2. If teaching an AP course: Have you previously taught an AP course?
3. When did you do the NIM training? When are you scheduled to teach the class?

4. What did you learn from the course that was valuable for preparing you to teach
onlineg?

5. Were any sections of the NIM course unnecessary, from your point of view?
Why?

6. Did you experience any difficulties with the online format of the NIM course?

7. Wasthere an aspect of the course that needed more time devoted to it?

8. Wasthere an aspect of the course that had too much time devoted to it?

9. Didyou get to collaborate with other teachers who were training to teach the same
subject? (If so, describe the way in which you collaborated. How many times did
you work collaboratively?)

10. Did you modify the course you plan on teaching? In what way?

11. In what way did the course facilitator assist you while you were taking the NIM
course (e.g., answering questions, providing feedback on assignments)? Was this

help sufficient?

12. Did you lead an online group discussion during the NIM course? How useful was
the experience?

13. How prepared do you feel to teach your online course? Please answer according
on ascale of 1to 5, where one means not at all prepared, three means somewhat
prepared, and five means very prepared.

14. Do you have any specific areas of concern about teaching your course?
15. What effect did the NIM training have on your face-to-face courses?

16. Isthere anything about the course that you feel | should know, or VHS should
know, that we haven't talked about already?



10.
11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

Appendix E: Site Coordinator Interview Protocol
Why do you think your school decided to participate in the AP Academy?

Did the site coordinator orientation prepare you effectively for your role as site
coordinator? (Probe: What information or training did you feel was lacking, if
any? What was the most useful information that you learned in the course?)

What were your main responsibilities as your school’s SC last year? How did
these align with your other school responsibilities? Was the time commitment
reasonable?

What was the recruitment strategy? Were you successful in recruiting students?
(Probe: What do you plan to change in order to improve recruitment?)

What was the set up for providing students with computer access and time to
work on the class? Did they have technical difficulties or l[imited access
problems?

Were the classes considered as regular courses, or were they additional on top of a
full course load?

What was the academic experience of the students in the course? (Assignment
course completion and success).

What did your school do to provide support for your students to succeed?

If relevant: Why do you think you had so many students who dropped or failed
the course?

What was your opinion of the quality of the course and the teacher?
Was the course at an appropriate level of difficulty for apre-AP course?

Have you needed administrative or logistic support from the Virtual High School ?
If so, what did you need them for, and were they helpful ?

What are you going to do differently next year in order to increase enrollment
(and hasit paid off)?

What are you going to do differently next year in order to promote student
success?

Did you have any other problemsin the set-up or management of the course that
you'd like to tell me about?



10.

Appendix F: Course Developer Interview Protocol
What is your past experience teaching this course? (Teach on AP level?)

What is your experience in developing online courses for VHS? (Been through their
course developer PD?)

Did you experience any difficulties in completing the course development by the due
date you were given?

To what extent did you need to modify the course as you were teaching it?

What sort of guidance did your receive from VHS about what the course should look
like?

Do you fed that the course you produced satisfied the guidelines and stipul ations of
VHS?

How does this course differ from the regular VHS courses you have devel oped?

What did you do to make this course appropriate for the [pre-AP, AP, or exploring
AP] level? To what extent did you coordinate the coverage of your course with
developers at different levels?

In what way did the experience of studentsin this course differ from the regular VHS
courses that you have taught? For example, did you see atypical number of technical
and academic problems, or was it somehow different?

Is there anything else you want to mention about your experience developing or
teaching this course that you think VHS ought to know about?



