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Resumen

Los distritos escolares tradicionales no cuentan
con mucha experiencia en lo referente a la edu-
caci6n a distancia, lo que ha causado la migracién
de estudiantes a institutos auténomos estatales.
Para retener alumnos y ofrecer alternativas en las
oportunidades de aprendizaje, cada vez mas distri-
tos publicos comienzan sus propias escuelas vir-
tuales. El presente estudio muestra los procesos
de fundacién de tres de estos planteles ubicados
en California en distritos escolares tradicionales.
El andlisis de los resultados revel6 que la inves-
tigacién preliminar, el apoyo distrital, la seleccién
del personal docente, la evaluacién financiera y
curricular son claves en el proceso de fundacin.
De igual manera, obtuvimos conclusiones sorpren-
dentes, entre las que se incluye la necesidad de las
escuelas virtuales de adaptarse y cambiar cons-
tantemente en el enfoque. Estos descubrimientos
conllevan implicaciones para los distritos tradicio-
nales que se inician en el establecimiento de es-
cuelas virtuales, pues las indagaciones nos indican
que los cambios en las politicas podrian reducir la
necesidad de adaptacién antes mencionada.

Palabras clave: Escuela virtual, aprendizaje
en linea K-12, estructura organizacional,
distritos escolares tradicionales, procesos
fundacionales.

Abstract

Traditional school districts do not have a lot of
experience with virtual schools and have lost
students to state and charter virtual schools. To
retain students and offer alternative learning
opportunities, more public districts are starting
their own virtual schools. This study was an
examination of foundational processes at three
California virtual schools in traditional school
districts. An analysis of the findings revealed
that sites perceived the establishing founder,
preliminary research, district support, teach-
er and staff selection, financial evaluation, and
curriculum decisions as keys to the founding
process. The analysis also led to surprising con-
clusions, including the need for virtual schools
to constantly change and adapt and the focus
in this study of organizations over technology.
The findings have implications for traditional
districts starting virtual schools. The study also
indicates that changes in policy could reduce the
need for organizational adaptation among virtual
schools in traditional school districts.

Keywords: virtual school, K-12 online learning,

organizational structure, traditional public
school districts, foundational processes
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Los planteles educativos en los que la totali-
dad del proceso ensefnianza-aprendizaje sucede
en linea, pertenecen a una categoria especifi-
ca conocida como escuelas virtuales (Watson,
Murin, Vashaw, Gemin, & Rapp, 2011). Dichos
planteles usan las ventajas de la educacién a
distancia para crear organizaciones escolares
holisticas (Watson, Pape, Murin, Gemin, &
Vashaw, 2015), las cuales difieren de los co-
legios tradicionales (referidos como fisicos)
en el hecho de que los alumnos no comparten
un mismo espacio fisico con sus profesores y
companeros y de la mayor parte de la ense-
nanza, el aprendizaje y la interaccién ocurren
en un ambiente virtual (Clark & Berge, 2005;
Moore & Kearsley, 2012). Asimismo, algunas
de estas escuelas permiten a los estudiantes
cursar toda su educacion a través de una orga-
nizacién en linea, un fenémeno principalmen-
te norteamericano (Barbour, 2009).

Muchas de las primeras escuelas virtuales
en los Estados Unidos eran sistemas maneja-
dos de manera independiente por el gobierno
de un estado o se constituian auténomas como
parte de organizaciones que operaban bajo al-
guna ley organica especial. Las primeras nor-
malmente recibian fondos ptblicos (Watson et
al., 2011), mientras que, para el surgimiento de
las escuelas subvencionadas, se desarrollaron
leyes que propiciaron la flexibilidad en la inno-
vacioén que no permitian las escuelas publicas
tradicionales. Esta legislacion vigente permite
llevar el curriculum con mayor libertad en lo
referente a las normas de responsabilidad esta-
tal y federal (Ahn, 2011).

La mayoria de los planteles en linea que
operan de manera auténoma son dirigidos por
organizaciones con o sin fines de lucro que
reciben fondos publicos (Watson et al., 2011).
Parte del propésito del movimiento de eleccién
escolar y de las escuelas auténomas consistié

en incrementar la competencia entre las insti-
tuciones publicas para asi mejorar la educacién
en general (Lubienski, 2003). Sin embargo, en
el caso de las ofertas virtuales, inicialmente
existia muy poca competencia por parte de las
escuelas distritales tradicionales, ya que a és-
tas no se les otorgaban los fondos a nivel esta-
tal que si recibian las virtuales y que tampoco
contaban con la flexibilidad de las auténomas
(Watson et al., 2011).

También resulta importante destacar que
los planteles auténomos fueron mas exitosos
entre sectores de la poblacién cuyas escuelas
tradicionales se encontraban en continuo decli-
ve. Lo anterior se debid, parcialmente, a que
las escuelas virtuales estdn libres de las res-
tricciones fisicas (Walters, 2011). Debido a esta
amenaza, los distritos tradicionales comenza-
ron con la creacién de sus propias escuelas en
linea a fin de mantener a sus estudiantes (Wat-
son et al., 2011) y conservar los fondos que es-
tos alumnos generan para el distrito. Asimismo,
el ingreso a la educacién a distancia representé
una oportunidad para que los distritos tradicio-
nales formaran parte del reclutamiento selec-
tivo compitieran por estudiantes fuera de los
limites geogréficos (Moore & Kearsley, 2012).

Asi pues, un gran nimero de distritos esco-
lares tradicionales estdn comenzando de forma
rapida nuevas escuelas virtuales, pero no son
conscientes de los elementos que intervienen
en la fundacién de este tipo de planteles (Wat-
son et al., 2011). Adem4&s, no se encuentran
completamente preparados para enfrentar las
circunstancias tnicas de la educacién en linea
(Ahn, 2011). La mayoria de las escuelas virtua-
les se han mantenido independientes del con-
trol distrital (Watson et al., 2011), por lo que
para incorporar esta oferta educativa, los dis-
tritos tradicionales requieren de una relacién
distinta a la que mantienen con otras escuelas.

Muchos distritos intentan que sus planteles
virtuales funcionen con una estructura organi-
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zacional similar a la de una escuela tradicional
y se encuentran con desafios no esperados (Ar-
chambault & Crippen, 2009; McFarlane, 2011a;
Reid, Aqui, & Putney, 2009; Vrasidas, 2003).
Por ello, resulta fundamental que cuenten con
la capacidad de adaptarse para crear escuelas
virtuales exitosas capaces de competir con
otros proveedores de educacién en linea y ofre-
cer esta alternativa a su publico meta.

El propésito de este estudio fue examinar
cémo los distritos escolares tradicionales fun-
dan escuelas en linea. Esta investigacién con-
tribuye a la investigacion de planteles virtuales
al indagar especificamente el proceso que las
escuelas publicas tipo K-12, en los distritos tra-
dicionales de los Estados Unidos, deben seguir
para iniciar sus propios planteles en linea.

La investigacién utiliz6 una aproximacién de
casos multiples para analizar los procesos de
fundacién de escuelas virtuales; este tipo de
estudios examinan varios ejemplos similares
o contrastantes (Stake, 1995). Los casos anali-
zados fueron tres escuelas virtuales dentro de
distritos escolares publicos tradicionales. Los
criterios de seleccién fueron los siguientes:

1. Que los planteles virtuales se encontraran
bajo la jurisdiccién de distritos escolares tra-
dicionales en California y que estuvieran al
menos ya en su segundo ano de operacion;
esto nos aseguraba que la escuela ya hubie-
ra tenido tiempo suficiente para encontrar y
adaptarse a varias contingencias.

2. Que las escuelas virtuales seleccionadas
ofrecieran una opcién completamente en li-
nea desde su nacimiento.

3. Que sus profesores trabajaran en el mismo
distrito tradicional y que no hayan sido con-
tratados por otras instancias.

La informacién se recogié por medio de
andlisis de documentos, entrevistas y observa-
ciones. La recoleccion de datos siguié un pro-
tocolo especifico enfocado en tres fases de la
historia de la escuela: la fase de fundacion, la de
adaptacion y la actual. Los datos se analizaron
a través de un sistema de doble ciclo utilizando
patrones descriptivos. Los resultados fueron
validados a través de triangulacién y revision
por parte de miembros. Se usaron seudénimos
para proteger el anonimato de los sitios, sus
ubicaciones y los participantes.

Para ayudar a contextualizar nuestro estudio,
cada uno de los casos serd descrito aqui; esto
permite a los lectores obtener una idea de la
cultura organizacional de las escuelas. Tanto
los planteles como los participantes son iden-
tificados por seud6énimos.

1. Manchester

Es una escuela virtual tipo K-12 en el sur de
California; este distrito la inauguré tras haber
revisado investigaciones de otros estados en
las que se indicaba la existencia de planteles
que perdian alumnos ante instituciones virtua-
les auténomas; ademads, el superintendente se
encontraba muy interesado en comenzar un
programa virtual.

El distrito cre6 clases suplementarias conec-
tadas a los bachilleratos. Dichas clases fueron
disenadas con un curriculo original construido
e implementado por profesores del distrito que
trabajaban medio tiempo en desarrollarlo. El
coordinador del distrito que planific6 estos pro-
gramas fungié como su director en una oferta
de tiempo completo. La escuela comenzé a fun-
cionar un afio después de que el distrito hubiera
empleado materiales suplementarios en linea y
contratado maestros exitosos del programa de
medio tiempo. Las instalaciones se localizaban
en una antigua escuela primaria y el personal
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estaba conformado por un director, un asistente
administrativo, un coordinador de tecnologias
y un profesor de tiempo completo. Después
del primer ano, el plantel fue transferido a un
campus que hospedaba otros tres programas de
educacién alternativa y el director fue ascendi-
do a coordinador de dicho campus, por lo que
los recursos del plantel original pasaron a ser
propiedad de la nueva sede. Dos afios més tarde,
inici6 un programa de educacién media y, des-
pués de cinco anos, oferté un componente de
educacion bésica para crear un programa de 1
a 12; cada uno de estos programas funciona de
manera diferente. La escuela se encuentra en
su sexto afio de operacion y el director fundador
fue enviado en calidad de asistente del super-
intendente a la oficina distrital a principios del
afio de esta investigacion; mas tarde, dejé el dis-
trito. Un nuevo director fue contratado y habia
laborado solo por tres meses antes de que este
estudio comenzara.

2. Branford

Es una escuela virtual auténoma en California
que se encuentra en su cuarto aio de opera-
ciones. Surgié gracias a la intervencién de un
especialista en medios del distrito que habia
trabajado en un programa de recuperacién de
crédito en linea. El plantel inicialmente comen-
z0 sus operaciones con profesores de bachille-
rato del distrito que laboraban medio tiempo
y que desarrollaron sus propios contenidos y
curriculos para trabajar de forma virtual. La
escuela cont6 originalmente con alrededor de
100 estudiantes. Después de dos afos y algu-
nas dificultades, el director fundador se retird,
por lo que se contraté a otro, quien supervisé
la escuela para adultos y los programas de edu-
cacién alternativos. Con el objetivo de que esta
opcién no cerrara, otro administrador que tra-
bajaba con contenidos en linea en educacién al-
ternativa fue contratado especificamente para
supervisar los programas virtuales. La nueva

administracién opté por un curriculum que ya
habfan utilizado en la educacién alternativa y
comenzaron a contratar profesores de tiempo
completo y a algunos docentes de medio tiem-
po cuando fuera necesario. Para el 2014, en su
cuarto afio de existencia, la escuela habia creci-
do hasta tener 20 maestros de tiempo completo,
tres consejeros y una plantilla de 500 alumnos.

3. Field Haven

Es una escuela virtual al norte de California que,
al momento del estudio, se encuentra en su
cuarto afo de operaciéon. Los administradores y
fundadores del plantel fueron tres codirectores
de la oficina distrital: el director curricular y de
desarrollo profesional, el director distrital de
comunicaciones y otro coordinador del distrito.
Field Haven inici6 con dos programas: uno K-8
y uno de bachillerato, ambos usaban profesores
de tiempo completo. Después del primer afo
de operaciones, la escuela fue asignada a un ad-
ministrador y a su equipo de personal que tam-
bién supervisaban otro plantel de educacién
alternativa en un sitio distinto. La nueva admi-
nistracion evalu6 la informacion de la escuela y
concluy6 que el programa de bachillerato sufria
de dificultades financieras y de inscripcion, por
lo que no era costeable. Después del segundo
ano, recomendé a la mesa distrital que el ba-
chillerato fuera descontinuado, solicitud que
fue aceptada. El programa K-8 se mantuvo con
tres docentes y fue transferido a dos salones
en las instalaciones de otra escuela primaria,
lo que les permitié a los alumnos la oportuni-
dad de recibir atencién en el aula. El plantel ha
mantenido un pequefo pero continuo nivel de
inscripciones durante los tltimos afios.

Al Evaluar los miiltiples casos, surgieron aspec-
tos en comun en los proceso de establecimiento;
esta seccion relata dichas coincidencias y sus sig-
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nificados. Citas y narraciones de los interesados

son incluidas a fin de proveer el contexto de nues-
tros descubrimientos y mantener la discusién en-
focada a las percepciones de este tipo de procesos.
Adicionalmente, se destaca que los resultados

nos llevaron a conclusiones sorprendentes, cuyas

implicaciones se comparten, no solo por la impor-
tancia de los descubrimientos sino también para

las potenciales dreas de estudio.

Los datos revelaron una lista variada de pro-
cesos de fundacién, los cuales fueron identifi-
cados por los actores como relevantes para el
éxito del procedimiento (véase Figura 1). A
partir de estos datos, surgieron algunos descu-
brimientos importantes de cada proceso.

Apoyo
Distrital

Investigacion
preliminar

Fundador
establecido

Figura 1. Procesos fundacionales identificados.

Fundador establecido. Todos los planteles tie-
nen un individuo que dirigi6é el proceso, pero
la fuente desde la que inici6 cada escuela es
distinta. Field Haven fue creado en un prin-
cipio por el distrito, con tres diferentes indi-
viduos encargados del proceso fundacional,
trabajando con profesores durante el primer
ano antes de que la escuela fuera entregada a
un administrador. Estos fundadores incluyen
al Director Distrital de Curriculum y Apren-
dizaje Profesional, al Director Distrital de Co-
municaciones y a otro Oficial de Distrito. Kelly,
un docente fundador, explica:

Proceso
Fundacional

Seleccién de
personal

Evaluacion
Financiera

Decisiones
curriculares

El distrito queria iniciar el programa y el depar-
tamento curricular estaba a cargo de supervisar
todo al principio, ellos hicieron todas las contra-
taciones y se encargaron de los requerimientos.
Trabajamos con la oficina distrital y la gente que
estaba en sus departamentos o las personas que
eran nuestros administradores.

Field Haven fue la escuela que recibié
mayor impulso por parte del distrito, aunque
la supervisiéon disminuyé considerablemente
después de que un administrador ajeno a éste
fue designado para encargarse del lugar.
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Howard, el fundador principal en Branford,
fue el principal impulsor de una escuela vir-
tual en su distrito. Debido a su interés por la
tecnologia, convers6 con los administradores
durante afios hasta que le permitieron presen-
tar datos que justificaran la necesidad de un
plantel con estas caracteristicas. Howard ad-
mite haberse sentido abandonado durante el
proceso, pues carecia del apoyo distrital que
recibian otras dos escuelas. Sentia que las au-
toridades apoyaban su idea, pero que ninguno
tenia la experiencia para trabajar a su lado al
momento de atender las necesidades del lugar.
Lo explica asi:

El sistema de apoyo del distrito para el progra-
ma en general dependia solo de mi y de nadie
mas. Ellos no sabian c6mo apoyar a la escuela,
usaban estdndares tradicionales para verificar
si estaba teniendo éxito, tales como calificacio-
nes, asistencias y aquellas cosas que pueden
ser medidas en un plantel fisico. Las estadisti-
cas que nadie consideraba eran ¢cuantos chicos
no abandonaban los estudios gracias a la escue-
la virtual? Estos datos eran dificiles de obtener.
A pesar de esto, sentia que contaba el apoyo del
consejo escolar y de los administradores.

Manchester también conté con un fuerte
director fundador, Patrick, pero el empuje ini-
cial para establecer la escuela virtual vino de
otros liderazgos en el distrito. Patrick habia
construido un programa suplementario que
les permitia a los alumnos de bachillerato to-
mar cursos en linea y permanecer en sus plan-
teles. La superintendente del distrito queria
que el programa se mudara completamente
a la opcién virtual y el director fundador ini-
cialmente se resistio, aunque al final acepté.
Patrick nos indica:

Ella me presionaba constantemente. Yo le res-
pondia: “iNo me interesa! iNo quiero hacer

eso!” Al final, llegamos a un acuerdo en que
mientras las actividades se mantuvieran como
suplementarias y fueran parte del trabajo de
tiempo completo en el sitio, yo aceptaria hacer
ese sitio de tiempo completo, pero todo tendria
que seguir conectado.

En este caso, se dio la situacién de que
mientras algunos lideres distritales querian
un plantel virtual, el director fundador y su
personal presentaron una resistencia inicial y
terminaron realizando el trabajo.

Todos los sitios contaban con un fundador
que tomo las riendas de la escuela. Debido a
que los distritos estaban enfocados en diferen-
tes asuntos, esta figura terminé constituyén-
dose como la clave para el establecimiento del
programa en opcién virtual.

Lo anterior nos lleva a aseverar que, aun-
que el apoyo distrital resulta de gran utilidad,
si las autoridades consideran ofertar una op-
ci6n virtual, deberan identificar un fundador
dindmico y dispuesto a obtener la experiencia
necesaria para dirigir los esfuerzos requeri-
dos para satisfacer las necesidades de este
tipo de escuela.

Apoyo y compromiso distrital. Tanto en Bran-
ford como en Manchester se identificé el
apoyo para la escuela virtual como un factor
clave en su supervivencia y éxito; en este
sentido, el apoyo inicial fue especialmente
importante en las escuelas durante su fase
de desarrollo y experimentacién. Los docen-
tes en Manchester expresaron que podian in-
tentar nuevas cosas gracias a que el distrito
respaldaba sus esfuerzos. Asimismo, John, el
director de aprendizaje en Branford, explicd
que fue muy importante contar con la ayu-
da de las autoridades, ya que en un principio
no habia datos para demostrar el éxito aca-
démico de los estudiantes. Los profesores y
administradores de esta escuela también re-
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velaron que el apoyo distrital se increment6
conforme el plantel exhibia sus resultados.
Una vez que la escuela comenz6 a evidenciar
auténticos logros, también aument6 el nt-
mero de inscripciones y mejord el nivel es-

tudiantil, lo que consiguié que el distrito les
ofreciera més apoyos. La Tabla 1 muestra al-
gunos testimonios del personal en Branford y
Manchester acerca de este rubro.

Karen,
docente de Manchester

Patrick,
fundador de Manchester.
Director

Escuché la palabra pionero mas de 17 veces en reuniones, el
superintendente se sentaba con nosotros y nos decia: “Estan abriendo
caminos. Nadie ha hecho esto antes. Por eso sera dificil” Tuvimos

mucho apoyo. No se nos presiond por resultados. Se nos permitia fallar,
podiamos explorar. Era una libertad que nunca se nos dio antes. Hicimos
mucho trabajo de buen nivel.

Era necesario el compromiso del distrito para avanzar con un programa
que no tenia alumnos, pero si la confianza de que los alumnos llegarian;
la idea era: si lo financias, vendran. Nosotros teniamos ese compromiso,
y el distrito ha apoyado el programa en linea en el sentido de mantener
los fondos necesarios para su funcionamiento.

Cuando demostramos nuestro trabajo, cuando vieron que ibamos en serio

David,
director de Branford

con la escuela y dabamos todo por ella,y que teniamos pasién y seriedad
por el proyecto y mantuvimos nuestras cifras, nos dieron todo lo que
pedimos. “;Necesitan mas espacio? Tengan mas espacio.” Desde que

vieron que las cosas iban adelante, nos han apoyado increiblemente.

John,
director de aprendizaje
en Branford

Tabla 1. Testimonios sobre el apoyo distrital

Los participantes definieron el “apoyo”
como la confianza del distrito en proporcio-
nar fondos, instalaciones y personal. La ayuda
econdémica se hizo evidente cuando, hace unos
anos, la administracién enfatizé que los distri-
tos debian seguir respaldando con fondos a sus
escuelas virtuales a pesar de la recesién que
afect6 al presupuesto para la educacién en Cali-
fornia y de que muchas personas veian los pro-
gramas como suplementarios o excesivos.

Investigacion preliminar. Los tres distritos re-
quirieron de una investigacién que les ayudo a
determinar la necesidad de un plantel virtual

Nuestro distrito nos dijo: “(John) te vamos a apoyar.” Entonces
comenzamos a hacer dinero. En verdad nos apoyaron.

y a establecer las metas y la direccién necesa-
rias. Howard, el fundador principal de Branford,
report6 que cuando el superintendente solicitd
informacién para respaldar la necesidad de este
tipo de programas, las autoridades encontraron
que 500 alumnos abandonaban el distrito anual-
mente a causa de expulsiones u otras razones.
Una vez que se obtuvieron estos datos, Howard
consiguié un mayor apoyo distrital para arran
car con el plantel virtual auténomo.
Manchester también entregé datos que re
velaban una potencial pérdida en los promedios
diarios de asistencia, los cuales determinan el
financiamiento en el estado de California. Sin
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embargo, la informacién revisada por la escuela
no pertenecia a su distrito, sino que hacia refe-
rencia a otros estados que habian desarrollado
escuelas virtuales en los dltimos afios: la infor-
macion evaluada de lugares como Florida, Ohio,
Carolina del Norte y Kentucky, revelé que los
distritos habian registrado pérdida de alumnos
debido a escuelas virtuales auténomas. Estos
datos le permitieron a Manchester motivarse
para comenzar con el establecimiento de un
plantel virtual.

Manchester queria identificar las buenas
practicas, asi es que también analizé datos de
estados que ya habian comenzado programas
de escuelas virtuales. Administradores escola-
res y distritales fueron a Florida, Ohio y Ken-
tucky para aprender de sus aciertos y sus erro-
res. Esta investigacion inicial les ayud6 a tomar
decisiones en la referente a la mejor forma de
lanzar su programa en linea.

El proceso de investigacién de Field Haven
se enfocé en su propia comunidad. El distrito
concentré sus observaciones en factores que
incluian a los padres y docentes para guiar-
se durante su proceso de toma de decisiones.
Esto ayud6 a identificar lo que los padres bus-
caban en un plantel de este tipo y c6mo los pro-
fesores y los proveedores educativos podrian
cumplir con estas expectativas. Los directores
distritales estuvieron muy involucrados, man-
teniendo reuniones con la comunidad durante
todo el proceso de lanzamiento. Asimismo, los
docentes fundadores de Field Haven estable-
cleron conversaciones con los investigadores
durante este periodo para mantener un lazo
entre el distrito y la gente del lugar.

Si bien las metodologias fueron distintas, se
puede afirmar que todos los sitios de nuestro
estudio emprendieron un proceso de investiga-
ci6n para tomar sus decisiones fundacionales.
Claro estd que la importancia de dicha inves-
tigaciéon puede ser cuestionada debido a que
algunas de las escuelas eventualmente cam-

biaron su direccién o porque simplemente no
rindi6 frutos (tal es el caso de Manchester y su
estudio acerca de otros estados). Aun cuando
los datos iniciales no impulsaron a las escue-
las virtuales més allad del proceso de fundacion,
el hecho de que los sitios condujeron una in-
dagacién y analizaron los datos, demostré la
relevancia para su adaptacién en el futuro. La
cultura de investigacién les permitié continuar
identificando necesidades y cambiando la direc-
cién, segin fuera el caso.

Seleccion de personal. Todos los planteles men-
cionaron lo importante que es la autonomia al
momento de seleccionar docentes y personal.
Durante el proceso de contratacién, los tres
distritos le proporcionaron a sus escuelas la li-
bertad de elegir profesores en lugar de colocar
maestros de manera obligatoria. Como conse-
cuencia de ello, los tres sitios tuvieron un pro-
ceso interno: Manchester construyé su plata-
forma de contratacion a partir de docentes que
habian sido exitosos en el programa suplemen-
tario en linea; ellos fueron elegidos de un gru-
po que habia tomado un curso de capacitacién
piloto en forma voluntaria. Branford seleccioné
docentes que habian sido eficaces en un pro-
grama de estudio independiente y los convirtié
en maestros de tiempo completo. Finalmente,
Field Haven cre6 un sistema de contratacién
para asegurar que los profesores estuvieran
dedicados a dirigir el programa.

El apoyo a los maestros en estos sitios pue-
de detectarse en las palabras de sus administra-
dores. Paul, de Field Haven, expresé: “Lo que
puedo garantizar es que, con nuestro programa,
los maestros estdn altamente calificados. Los
alumnos contardn con el mejor experto curri-
cular posible.” Por otra parte, John, el director
de aprendizaje en Branford, compartié: “Si en-
tras a los salones, veras que ellos [los maes-
tros] estén tan apasionados con esto como yo.”
Los administradores demostraron confianza en
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las habilidades de sus profesores y compartie-
ron que la libertad para escoger a los docentes
para su programa marcé una gran diferencia en
la calidad de sus escuelas.

La motivacién por parte de los profesores
puede convertirse en un problema si los docen-
tes son colocados en el sitio sin haber elegido
estar alli, aspecto que resulta particularmente
relevante cuando el plantel requiere de nuevas
habilidades, algo fundamental en las escuelas
en modalidades no convencionales. Por ello,
antes de contratar a los profesores, los sitios
identificaron el proceso de entrenamiento y
evaluacién en linea para docentes. Esto les per-
mitié valorar las competencias tecnoldgicas de
los profesores antes de iniciar una relacién la-
boral. Los distritos que comienzan una escuela
virtual necesitan permitir que estos planteles
contraten personal que quiera laborar en la mo-
dalidad y que demuestre contar con habilidades
utiles para la ensenanza en linea.

Evaluacion financiera. Los sitios recibieron
apoyo aun cuando el distrito experimenté re-
cortes presupuestales. Las escuelas virtuales
en los distritos tradicionales necesitan sufi-
ciente ayuda financiera; si esta modalidad es
vista solo como un programa “extra” e indigno
de recibir el mismo apoyo financiero que las
tradicionales o solo como una manera de ge-
nerar asistencia estudiantil o de ahorrar dinero,

entonces la escuela virtual no recibird el apoyo
necesario para tener éxito. A pesar de que la
estructura de financiamiento de una escuela
virtual difiere del de una tradicional, los plan-
teles en esta modalidad requieren un fuerte
financiamiento para ser exitosas.

Decisiones curriculares. Aunque se identifica
como una parte importante del proceso fun-
dacional, la naturaleza del curriculo es menos
relevante que la confianza que inspira en el
plantel. De los tres sitios, uno utiliz6 un cu-
rriculo de proveedor, otro opté por uno auto-
generado y el tercero cambi6 de uno autoge-
nerado a uno de proveedor. Muchos curriculos
han sido adoptados exitosamente, en especial
si consideramos que tanto los planteles como
los distritos enfocan bastante tiempo y ener-
gia en la btisqueda del mas adecuado. En las
escuelas analizadas, el éxito del curriculo de-
pendié también de su proceso de implementa-
cién: conforme pasaba el tiempo, algunos sitios
cambiaron la manera en la que se manejaba; la
adaptacién que se percibe en los testimonios
presentados lineas abajo puede ser tan im-
portante como la ejecucion inicial. Por ejem-
plo, Manchester cre6 su propio curriculo y fue
una parte critica para la escuela. En la Tabla 2
compartimos testimonios de varios profesor de
esta escuela acerca del proceso de desarrollo
de un curriculo fundacional.

En ese momento, nos decidimos por el mismo libro, el mismo curriculo
y el mismo sistema de pago porque todos seguiamos el ritmo marcado
por el distrito. Revisamos los sistemas de proveedor y desarrollamos Los

Richard, docente
fundador en Manchester

cursos. Los dividimos y acomodamos para que se ajustaran a nosotros.
Muchos cursos fueron desarrollados por los profesores o modificados

para cumplir los requisitos del distrito. Algunos productos del sistema de
proveedores funcionaron para ello. No pudimos encontrar programas de
inglés que cumplieran nuestras necesidades, tuvimos que tomar lo mejor
de lo que encontramos y adaptarlo lo mejor posible.
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Continuacion.

Como queriamos cambiar el aprendizaje y la ensenanza, no compramos

Patrick,
director fundador en
Manchester

un curriculo ya hecho y construimos el nuestro acorde a nuestras
necesidades. Integramos a los maestros, Los libros de texto y
evaluaciones para crear una version digital de nuestro curriculo.

Hacerlo de ese modo demostro ser una solucion ampliable.

Al pensarlo, en mis alumnos y en mis clases regulares, éstas son mas

Don,
docente en Manchester

completas que las del sistema de proveedor. Esto es porque siempre
desarrollé y disené mis curriculos. Tuvimos charlas con gente del
INACOL?Y, quienes nos mencionaron que nuestros cursos estaban mas

avanzados que los de otras escuelas en linea.

Tubla 2. Testimonios sobre el desarrollo del Curriculo como parte del proceso fundacional en Manchester

Al realizar este estudio, nos enfocamos en
examinar los procesos fundacionales identifi-
cados. Al analizarlos, desarrollamos algunas
conclusiones que resultaron contrarias a los
resultados esperados. Esta seccién presenta
dichas conclusiones y anexa una discusion
sobre el porqué de la existencia de estos re-
sultados inesperados y qué significan para el
contexto del estudio.

Relacion sitio-distrito. La relacién entre los
distritos y las escuelas se identificé como un
drea de contingencia y adaptacion, pero no a los
niveles esperados. Por lo general, los planteles
virtuales estudiados eran entidades autosufi-
cientes: recibian sus fondos y recursos a través
de los distritos como las otras escuelas, pero en
formas que funcionaban de modo mas indepen-
diente. Una posible causa de esta diferencia es
que los distritos fueron concebidos para servir
a escuelas tradicionales, por lo que la experien-
cia de las autoridades no era la adecuada para

1 INACOL, Asociacion Internacional para el Aprendizaje
en Linea K-12, por sus siglas en inglés.

servir a las necesidades de un plantel en linea.
Las escuelas virtuales son las que cuentan con
los conocimientos, por lo tanto, los distritos les
permiten actuar de un modo mds independien-
te que a los planteles fisicos. Cada uno de los
sitios identificé un aliado, alguien con poder
en las oficinas que confiaba en el programa y
deseaba que tuviera éxito; no obstante, aunque
se tratara del superintendente o de un director,
en casi todos los casos el apoyo no provenia de
un nivel facultado para tomar decisiones, por lo
que los lideres delegaban las decisiones al sitio
estudiado. La excepcion fue Field Haven du-
rante las etapas fundacionales en el primer afo
de operaciones, ya que una persona a nivel dis-
trital tomaba las decisiones por la escuela hasta
que las limitaciones de sus conocimientos en el
drea lo obligaron a que eventualmente confiara
sus labores a un administrador.

Los participantes indicaron que el financia-
miento, los recursos y el personal fueron los
tipos de apoyo mas otorgados por parte de los
lideres distritales. En los tres sitios se identifi-
c6 ayuda del distrito, destacando Branford, que
recibi6 un mayor nivel de asesoria administra-
tiva y libertad para elegir a su personal. Sin em-
bargo, los tres sitios mencionaron la necesidad
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de un mayor apoyo. Prevalece el sentimiento
de que los distritos no entienden completa-
mente a las escuelas virtuales; varios de los
entrevistados argumentaron que los célculos
que emplearon las autoridades para determinar
los recursos y el personal se basaron en las ne-
cesidades de una escuela tradicional y no en las
de un plantel virtual.

La estructura de una escuela fisica tiene
que ser adaptada antes de aplicarse a una vir-
tual. Un distrito tradicional pueden permitirse
no brindar recursos a planteles en linea inde-
pendientes, pero esto puede provocar que los
sitios sean abandonados, ignorados o malen-
tendidos. Ademas, los datos de este estudio re-
velaron una percepcién de la necesidad de que
el distrito provea financiamiento completo a las
nuevas escuelas virtuales. Estas no pueden ser
consideradas como una medida para ahorrar di-
nero, ya que nuestra investigacién reveldé que
esta modalidad puede ser mds costosa que la
presencial. Asimismo, las escuelas en linea de-
ben comunicar sus necesidades a las autorida-
des a través de lideres que establezcan didlogo
con los oficiales de distrito y los eduquen acer-
ca de las ventajas y los suplicios de este tipo de
institutos. Finalmente, los administradores dis-
tritales que planean iniciar escuelas virtuales o
que acaban de abrir una, deben asegurarse de
que el distrito sabe de su implementacién, a fin
de que las autoridades educativas proporcionen
el apoyo necesario.

Necesidad de cambio y adaptacion. Cada uno de
los sitios debié cambiar y adaptar su estruc-
tura organizacional conforme se desarrollaba
su escuela en linea, por lo que muchos de sus
objetivos y resultados también se modificaron.
El cambio es parte obligada de cualquier orga-
nizacién y plantel, pero en los sitios del estudio
las necesidades de la modalidad lo aceleraron.
El ritmo de los cambios fue muy alto, en es-
pecial en aquellos planteles con entre cuatro y

seis afios de existencia. Branford, por ejemplo,
modific6 completamente su curriculo, personal
y modelo de liderazgo tras sélo dos afios, mien-
tras que Field Haven abandon6 su programa
de bachillerato después de dos. Debido a que
las escuelas virtuales son un fenémeno relati-
vamente nuevo y que cada uno de estos sitios
constituia una nueva experiencia para el distri-
to escolar, el cambio y la adaptacién prevale-
cieron, obligando a los lideres a un proceso de
aprendizaje para implementar nuevos sistemas
al tiempo que las regulaciones y los recursos
eran modificados.

En las etapas iniciales de la presente inves-
tigacion, se anticipé que tal vez los resultados
nos apuntarian a una lista general de métodos
y técnicas que podrian ayudar a las escuelas
virtuales a adaptarse ante las posibles dificul-
tades o a crear una compendio con las mejores
practicas posibles dado el contexto comtn de
este tipo de planteles en los distritos tradicio-
nales. Si bien estos resultados se manifestaron,
el nivel de especificidad no fue el inicialmente
esperado. En su lugar, el estudio de los sitios
revel6 las distintas maneras de adaptarse a
las diversas dificultades. La habilidad de cada
una de las escuelas en este aspecto result6 ser
mas importante que las estrategias especificas
utilizadas. Por ejemplo, la estructura utilizada
resulté no ser tan importante como las posibi-
lidades de la misma a adaptarse a los cambios
necesarios. Lo anterior se aplicaba tanto a los
planteles que requirieron de una firme estruc-
tura organizacional (Branford) como a aquellos
que utilizaron un sistema organizacional mas
abierto (Manchester).

Cada uno de los planteles demostré la ha-
bilidad de realizar cambios tanto estructurales
como procedimentales a gran escala: Branford
transformé su curriculo, estructura adminis-
trativa y directores después de solo dos afios;
Field Haven abandoné la mitad de su programa,
mientras que Manchester cambi6 de instalacio-
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nes, se adapté a una estructura escolar alter-
nativa y descart6 varios niveles educativos. La
cantidad y profundidad de cambios estructura-
les en un periodo de tiempo tan corto es poco
comun en las escuelas tradicionales, pero pare-
ce ser una necesidad entre las virtuales, ya que
un sistema siempre cambiante les permitirle
sortear las brechas que se abren entre el sitio
en linea y el distrito escolar tradicional.

Uso de estructuras obligatorias como una venta-
ja. Dado que las escuelas virtuales son parte
de un distrito escolar que debe tomar decisio-
nes para la totalidad del sistema, los sitios del
estudio se vieron afectados por algunas de es-
tas imposiciones. Esto sucedi6 con frecuencia
en cuanto a espacio en los campus, personal
administrativo y recursos. Sin embargo, aun-
que estas estructuras eran rigidas, los plan-
teles encontraron formas de utilizarlas a su
favor. Cuando las escuelas fueron obligadas a
tomar otros programas como el suplementario
en Manchester o el de recuperacién de crédi-
tos en Branford, los utilizaron para impulsar
sus ofertas virtuales, incorpordndolos como
recursos adicionales a los propios.

Organizacion sobre context. McFarlane (2011a;
2011b) refirié6 que las escuelas en linea requie-
ren una estructura organizacional distinta a la
de las tradicionales. Al principio de la investi-
gacion, esperdbamos que los descubrimientos
de nuestro estudio revelaran estrategias de
adaptacion unicas a las escuelas virtuales. El
estudio demostré un acelerado proceso de
cambios, pero lo que arrojaron la mayor parte
de los resultados fueron técnicas exitosas de
adaptacion evidentes en escuelas tradicionales
e incluso en otros tipos de organizaciones.

En otras palabras, las estrategias organiza-
cionales que funcionan en los planteles en linea
pueden funcionar en todo tipo de organizacio-
nes y las que funcionan para todas las organi-

zaciones también son ttiles para las escuelas
virtuales. El anterior es un descubrimiento im-
portante, ya que los datos revelaron que los ofi-
ciales de distrito pensaban que podrian tomar
atajos invirtiendo menos en las escuelas vir-
tuales. Asimismo, la investigacién mostré que
el tipo de sistema organizacional que podria
tener éxito en cualquier escuela también pue-
de ser usado en aquellas que ofertan opciones
en linea. El cambio de contexto modificé la im-
plementacion, pero elementos como el apoyo
distrital, estructuras de liderazgo administra-
tivas directas y docentes capacitados, siempre
son positivos en cualquier institucién escolar.
Los distritos necesitan reconocer que fundar y
mantener una escuela virtual les representara
el mismo esfuerzo y recursos —0 quizds mais—
que manejar una tradicional.

Otro hallazgo sorpresivo en esta investi-
gacion fue la falta de enfoque en la tecnologia.
Debido a que el objeto de estudio son los plan-
teles en linea, era razonable asumir que este
elemento seria uno de los temas mds impor-
tantes en iniciativas de apertura de una escuela
virtual; pero no fue asi. Como nos comparti
Roger, el director de Manchester, la gente y el
proceso organizacional son mds importantes
que el elemento tecnoldgico: “Creo que la tec-
nologia es posiblemente lo menos interesante.
(Ese) aspecto en realidad no es dificil.”

Las observaciones de Roger demuestran lo
que tal vez sea el descubrimiento més sorpren-
dente y relevante del presente estudio. Este
hallazgo sugiere que los factores mds impor-
tantes en la fundacién y manejo de una escuela
virtual son una fuerte estructura organizacio-
nal, liderazgo eficaz y apoyo del distrito; prue-
ba de ello es que los participantes identificaron
como secundaria a la tecnologia o la plataforma
virtual. Lo anterior sugiere que, en el térmi-
no escuela virtual, el énfasis se encuentra en
el lado escolar y no en el virtual. Un sistema
educativo en linea es un sistema de entrega
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educacional, sin embargo, los elementos que
conforman una buena escuela se enfocan mas
en los sistemas organizacionales que en las pla-
taformas tecnoldgicas.

Debido a que las escuelas virtuales presentan
un contexto tnico para los distritos escolares
tradicionales, estos tdltimos deben desarrollar
estructuras que se enfoquen en él. Nuestros
hallazgos indicaron que estos procesos contex-
tuales se encontraban bien definidos, aunque
todavia no estaban completamente adaptados a
las circunstancias propias de los planteles. Los
distritos deben, entonces, estudiar sus estruc-
turas y procesos fundacionales, sus acreditacio-
nes locales y sus niveles de matriculacién.

Los descubrimientos también revelaron
que los planteles en linea que poseian fuertes
sistemas de planeacién, administracién y lide-
razgo enfrentaban menos problemas y obstécu-
los que aquellos que presentaban dificultades
en esas areas. En otras palabras, estos aspec-
tos son indicadores relevantes de la estabilidad
inicial y de largo plazo en las escuelas virtuales.
Por lo tanto, los distritos que estdn iniciando
sus escuelas virtuales necesitan buscar lide-
razgos definidos y establecidos en esos sitios,
ademads de apoyar su financiamiento y contratar
docentes dedicados de tiempo completo para
evitar retrocesos similares a los que los sitios
investigados se enfrentaron.

Otro hallazgo indic6 que las escuelas virtua-
les estudiadas necesitan ser adaptables durante
sus procesos de operacion; es decir, se identifi-
c6 que ante contingencias, existe la necesidad
de abandonar aquellas partes de dicho plan que
no funcionan y moverse en otra direccién, en
especial en lo referente a la modificacién de las
politicas del plantel en linea. Las estrategias
que identificamos podrian beneficiar a otras
escuelas de esta modalidad para adaptarse a

situaciones similares, por ello, un enfoque en
estos elementos podria resultar benéfico para
cualquier plantel u organizacién que enfrenta
obstaculos imprevistos.

Esta investigacion revel6 que para crear y
operar una escuela virtual se requiere de una
fuerte estructura organizacional con liderazgo
efectivo que reciba apoyos distritales. En los
tres casos estudiados, la estructura organiza-
cional, el liderazgo y el apoyo distrital resulta-
ron mas importantes para el éxito de la escuela
que la tecnologia disponible en las plataformas
en linea. Debido a que las escuelas virtuales re-
quieren de una infraestructura tecnoldgica ade-
cuada, los administradores y los investigadores
tienden a enfocarse en estas dreas, pero los
resultados del presente estudio sugieren que,
para garantizar el éxito, es necesaria una mayor
atencion a los elementos organizacionales. Los
distritos que comiencen sus escuelas virtuales
deberan asegurarse que dichos elementos sean
atendidos en lugar de perder tiempo en los sis-
temas tecnol6gicos.

Si bien identificamos elementos tnicos de
las escuelas virtuales, esta formula de éxito no
se limita Gnicamente a este tipo de sitios. Los
distritos escolares tradicionales que busquen
disefar un plantel exitoso pueden considerar a
los planteles en linea como una modalidad tni-
ca pero con el mismo valor organizacional. Aun-
que las técnicas sean distintas, los principios
que finalmente decidirin el éxito son similares
a los de las escuelas tradicionales.

Ademas de servir a los lideres de distritos y
planteles virtuales, nuestros descubrimientos
también son relevantes para los desarrollado-
res de las politicas escolares. La investigacion
demostro6 que la informacion relacionada con la
fundacion de escuelas virtuales exitosas tiene
menos que ver con la tecnologia o el curriculo
escolar que con la politica estatal y los proce-
sos de acreditacién que no han sido adaptados
al contexto de un plantel en linea. Estas difi-
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cultades podrian ser eliminadas o al menos
disminuidas si los legisladores de California ad-
mitieran las diferencias en matriculacién y asis-
tencia entre uno y otro tipo de instituto. Los
legisladores podrian disefar una politica tinica
para los planteles en linea en lugar de empujar
a las escuelas virtuales a adoptar las ya estable-
cidas. Ademas, las juntas de acreditacién plani-
ficarian procesos que admitan las estructuras
tinicas utilizadas por estos sitios y recibirian
asesorfa de profesores con experiencia en la
educacion en linea. El proceso de acreditacién
entonces se aplicaria para educar a los plante-
les virtuales en lugar de que éstos tengan que
instruir al acreditador.

Los casos elegidos resultaron suficientes para
los propoésitos de este estudio, pero es muy
probable que, si se hubieran revisado casos adi-
cionales con circunstancias distintas (drea ru-
ral, modalidad semiescolarizada, etc.), hubieran
surgido otros procesos. Ademds, esta investi-
gacion se enfoco solo en escuelas virtuales en
distritos escolares tradicionales. Aunque exis-
ten mds investigaciones sobre planteles tanto
auténomos como estatales, éstos no abordan
las contingencias de las escuelas virtuales o
sus procesos de adaptacién. Estudios poste-
riores que examinen las estructuras organiza-
cionales de distintos tipos de planteles en linea
podrian indicar qué adaptaciones son benéficas
segin las distintas circunstancias.

Todos los casos elegidos para esta inves-
tigacién eran planteles virtuales de California.
Aunque ciertamente se obtuvieron datos sobre
los procesos fundacionales de ellos, un estu-
dio sobre sitios en otros estados podria reve-
lar obstaculos y estrategias distintas. Estudios
adicionales podrian examinar el contexto inhe-
rente a las contingencias que aparecen en otros
estados, resultando utiles en la identificaciéon

de politicas estatales favorables a los distritos
escolares tradicionales que planean ofrecer op-
ciones en linea.

Las tres escuelas analizadas cambiaron
durante su historia de un modelo exclusi-
vamente virtual a un modelo mixto que per-
mitia a alumnos y profesores mantener una
interaccién tanto en linea como cara a cara.
De las tres escuelas estudiadas, Manchester
cambid a un sistema mads presencial, pero to-
dos los sitios podrian identificarse dentro de
la educacién semiescolarizada. La educacién
en linea se estd moviendo hacia un modelo
mixto vy mds estudios resultan necesarios
para identificar el impacto de este nuevo tipo
de aprendizaje, asi como para conocer cuiles
son los elementos que conforman los mode-
los mixtos exitosos.

Finalmente, uno de los descubrimientos
que no fue explorado a profundidad en este
estudio es la falta de impacto por parte de la
tecnologia en las estructuras organizacionales
de los sitios antes descritos. Existen investi-
gaciones acerca de este tema en el curriculo
de las escuelas virtuales, pero se recomienda
indagar acerca de la manera en la que dichas
tecnologias se emplean y c6mo impactan en la
ejecucion de dicho curriculo. Esto podria apor-
tar nuevos elementos.
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Schools where all or most teaching and learn-
ing happens online are a specific category of
called virtual schools (Watson, Murin, Vasha,
Gemin, & Rapp, 2011). These schools use the
advantages of online learning to create holis-
tic school organizations (Watson, Pape, Murin,
Gemin, & Vashaw, 2015). They differ from tra-
ditional schools, referred to as brick and mor-
tar since students do not meet with teachers
and other students in a physical space; most
teaching, learning, and interaction occurs in
an online space (Clark & Berge, 2005; Moore
& Kearsley, 2012). Some virtual schools allow
students to take all of their schooling through
the online organization, a primarily North
American phenomenon (Barbour, 2009).

Many of the earliest virtual schools in the
United States were systems run independently
by a state government, or were charter schools,
run by independent organizations under spe-
cial charter law. Statewide systems were run
by state educational organizations, often re-
ceiving heavy funding from the state (Watson
et al., 2011). Laws governing charter schools
were developed to create flexibility for inno-
vation not granted to traditional public schools.
These governing laws allow charter schools
to deliver curriculum more freely, escaping
parts of stringent state and federal account-
ability (Ahn, 2011). Because traditional school
districts were not granted the funding of state-
wide virtual schools or the flexibility of charter
schools, they were late in starting their own
virtual schools (Watson et al., 2011).

Many charter online schools are run by
non-profit or for-profit organizations receiving
public funds (Watson et al., 2011). Part of the
purpose of the charter and school choice move-
ment was to increase diversity competition
with public schools and improve overall educa-
tion (Lubienski, 2003). But in the case of vir-

o

tual schools, there was little initial traditional
school district competition (Watson, Winograd,
& Kalmon, 2004).

Additionally, virtual charter schools were
even more successful in diminishing tradition-
al public school populations than other charters,
partially because virtual schools are free of the
physical constrictions and boundaries of other
schools (Waters, 2011). Because of this threat,
traditional districts have moved to create their
own virtual schools in order to keep students in
their districts (Watson et al., 2011). This allows
school districts to capture their own students
and maintain the funding these students create
for their district. Virtual schools also create an
opportunity for traditional districts to be part of
school choice recruitment and compete for stu-
dents outside of their own district boundaries
(Moore & Kearsley, 2012).

Many traditional school districts are at-
tempting to quickly start new virtual schools,
but they may be unaware of the issues that
influence founding an online school (Watson
et al., 2011). Additionally, the average tradi-
tional school district is largely unprepared to
deal with the unique circumstances of virtual
schools (Ahn, 2011). Most online schools have
been independent of district control or part of
an independent online school district (Watson
et al., 2011). Traditional school districts must
navigate their relationship with dependent on-
line schools differently than they do with their
other schools and differently from other types
of online schools.

A successful brick-and-mortar school orga-
nizational structure differs greatly from a suc-
cessful virtual school organizational structure,
yet many traditional districts founding new vir-
tual schools often attempt attempting to func-
tion under a brick-and-mortar organizational
model and encounter challenges (Archambault
& Crippen, 2009; McFarlane, 2011a; Reid,
Aqui, & Putney, 2009; Vrasidas, 2003). School
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districts attempting to start their own online
schools need to understand how to adapt their
organizational structure to create successful
online schools to compete with other online
school providers to effectively offer this alter-
native educational opportunity to students.

The purpose of this study was to examine
how traditional school districts create online
schools. This study adds to the body of re-
search on virtual schools by examining specif-
ically the processes that American K-12 tra-
ditional public school districts start their own
virtual schools.

This study used a multiple case study approach
to analyze virtual school startup processes.
Multiple case studies examine several similar
or contrasting cases (Stake, 1995). The cases
studied were three virtual schools within tra-
ditional public school districts. The selected
criteria for this study’s case selection were
dependent virtual schools, or virtual schools
governed by a traditional school district. The
researcher selected dependent virtual schools
in traditional school districts in California that
were at least in their second operating year.
This ensured that the school had enough time
after opening to encounter and adapt to con-
tingencies. Virtual schools selected also were
schools that have offered a fully online option
since their inception and had been created in
the district using district teachers, not out-
sourced to outside online providers. Thus, this
sample was selected from schools in the state
that met the criteria established by these pa-
rameters of the study.

Data were collected through document anal-
ysis, interviews, and observations. The data
collection followed specific protocol pertaining
to three phases of each school’s history: the

foundational phase, the adaptation phase, and
the current phase. Data were analyzed through
a double coding cycle utilizing descriptive and
pattern coding. The findings were validated
through triangulation and member checking.
Pseudonyms were used to protect the anonym-
ity of the school, related locations, and human
participants.

To help provide a context for the study, each
case is described here; this allows the read-
ers to develop a sense of the schools and their
organizational cultures. All of the school sites
and study participants are identified by pseud-
onyms.

Manchester. Manchester is a K-12 virtual
school in southern California. Manchester
District began their online school because
they had seen research showing schools in
other states were losing students to charter
virtual schools. Additionally, the superinten-
dent was very interested in starting a virtu-
al program. The district began developing
supplemental classes connected to the high
schools. These courses were designed with
original curriculum written and taught by dis-
trict high school teachers working part- time
on the supplemental program. The district
coordinator who developed these programs
was reluctantly directed by the superinten-
dent to begin a full-time online school and
serve as principal. The school began a year
after the district had employed supplemental
online programs and hired successful teach-
ers from the part-time program full-time. The
school started at a former elementary school
and consisted of a staff of one principal, one
administrative assistant, one technology co-
ordinator, and one full-time teacher. After
the first year, the school was transferred to

®
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a campus that housed three other alternative
education programs and the principal was
made the director of the entire alternative
education campus. The school shared admin-
istrative and facility resources at this campus.
After two years, the virtual school adopted a
middle school program. After five years, the
virtual school added an elementary compo-
nent to create a 1-12 program, although the
high school, middle school, and elementary
programs all function differently. The school
is in its sixth year of operation. The founding
principal moved to the district office at the be-
ginning of the year of the study as an assistant
superintendent and then later left the district.
A new principal was brought in from out of the
district and had worked at the site for three
months before this study began.

Branford. Branford is a virtual charter school
in central California and is in its fourth year of
operation. The Branford School began when a
district media specialist who had been work-
ing with an online credit recovery program
pushed the district to start a virtual charter
school. The school initially began with high
school teachers from the district who worked
part-time and who created their own on-line
curriculum and content. The school grew to
nearly 100 students. After two years and some
difficulties, the founding principal retired. An-
other director was hired who also oversaw the
adult school and other alternative education
programs. The district gave him a mandate to
improve the virtual school or risk its closure.
Another administrator who had been working
with online content in an alternative educa-
tion setting was hired to specifically oversee
the virtual program. The new administration
adopted a vendor- based curriculum they had
used in the alternative education setting and
started to hire full-time teachers. At first they
hired one, added another, and hired part-time
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teachers as necessary. By 2014, in its fourth
year in existence, the school had risen to 20
full-time teachers, three counselors, and an en-
rollment of 500 students.

Field Haven. Field Haven is a virtual school
in northern California that at the time of the
study was in in its fourth year. Three dis-
trict office co-directors, the district director
of curriculum and professional development,
the district director of communications, and
another district coordinator were the initial
administrative founders of Field Haven. The
first two elementary teachers worked at the
district curriculum office with the district
curriculum department to launch the school.
Field Haven adopted a vendor curriculum plat-
form and began with two programs, a K-8 pro-
gram that used full-time teachers and a high
school program that used part-time teachers.
After the first year of start-up, the school was
turned over to an administrator and a small ad-
ministrative staff who also ran the alternative
independent school on a separate site. The
new administrator evaluated the school’s data
and concluded that the high school program
had insurmountable enrollment and financial
issues. After the second year, the administra-
tor recommended to the district board that the
high school program be discontinued and the
board agreed. The K-8 program maintained
three teachers and moved into two rooms
on the campus of another elementary school,
which allowed students the opportunity to re-
ceive face-to-face teaching as well. The school
has enjoyed a small but steady enrollment
over the past few years.

Evaluating the multiple cases revealed com-
mon themes among foundational processes.
This section relates those findings and further
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examines their meaning. Stakeholder quotes
and narratives are included to give a context
for the findings and to drive discussion about
the perception of foundational processes. Ad-
ditionally, surprising conclusions are revealed
and implications of the findings and potential
areas of further study are shared.

The data revealed a varied list of foundational
processes, which particpants at the sites iden-
tified as important for start-up and success
(see Figure 1). From this data emerged some
important findings from each process.

District

Support

Preliminary
Research

Establishing
Founder

Figure 1. Identified foundational processes.

Establishing founder. Each school had an indi-
vidual who led the process, but the source of ini-
tiation for each school differed greatly. Field Ha-
ven was initially a district creation, with three
different district founders driving the founda-
tional process and working with teachers in the
first year before the school was handed off to a
site administrator. These founders included the
District Director of Curriculum and Professional
Learning and the District Director of Commu-
nications, and another District Officer. Kelly, a
founding teacher at Field Haven, explained:

The district wanted to start the program and it
was the curriculum department that was kind of

Foundational
Proccess

Teacher
and Staff
Selection

Financial
Evaluation

Curriculum
Decisions

overseeing everything at the beginning, who did
all the hiring, who sorted everything out. So we
worked with the district office on the people that
were on those departments or the people that
were kind of our administrators.

Field Haven was the school most heavily
driven by a district push, although the district
involvement decreased significantly after the
school’s leadership moved to a separate ad-
ministrator.

Branford’s founding principal, Howard,
was the source of the initial push for a virtual
school in the district. Because of his interest
in technology, he talked with district admin-
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istrators for years until they allowed him to
present some data to justify the need for a
virtual school. Howard acknowledged that he
often felt alone in the process and lacked the
district support identified at the other two
schools. He felt the district supported the
virtual school, but no one at the district lev-
el had the expertise to work with him on the
school’s needs. He explained:

The support systems from the district for the
overall program really were dependent on me
and not on anyone else. They didn’t know how
to support the school. They used traditional
measures to see if we were being successful.
You know, grades, the attendance, and those
things that were traditionally [measured]. The
statistics that nobody ever looked at was how
many kids didn’t drop out of school because of
the online school? Those statistics were hard to
[obtain]. I felt supported by the school board and
the administrators as much as they could.

Manchester also had a strong founding
principal, Patrick, but the initial push for the
virtual school came from other district leader-
ship. Patrick had built the supplementary pro-
gram that allowed for high school students in
the entire district to take online courses and
remain at comprehensive schools. The district
superintendent wanted him to move towards
a completely virtual school and the founding
principal initially resisted, then agreed. Patrick
explained:

She kept on trying to pressure me to do it. I kept
on saying, “I'm not interested. I don’t want to do
that.” We finally came to an agreement that as
long as we were going to maintain the activity on
the supplemental side, and it was going to be a
part of the work at the full-time site, that I would
go ahead and do the full-time site, but [they] had
to stay connected to each other.

While some district leadership wanted a
virtual school, the founding principal and his
staff did the actual work.

All sites had one founder who took the reins
of the school. Because the districts were fo-
cused in many directions, a founder was seen
as key to focusing effort on the virtual schools
and pushing the school forward. Because of the
unique nature of the virtual schools, a strong
founder was key to the process.

Districts starting virtual schools should
identify a strong founder who can gain the ex-
pertise needed to focus efforts on the virtual
school. While district support was identified as
helpful, sites saw the need for a strong founder
to establish and lead virtual schools.

District support and commitment. Both
Branford and Manchester identified their dis-
trict’s support of the virtual school as a key fac-
tor to survival and success. The initial support
was noted as especially important as the schools
were in an experimental development phase.
Manchester teachers expressed that they
could try new things because the district sup-
ported their efforts. John, the Branford learn-
ing director, explained that in the beginning it
was important to have district support because
there were not any data to support that what
the virtual school was doing was working. The
district supported the school and showed faith
in the process before the data demonstrated
student success. Branford administrators and
teachers also revealed that the district support
increased as schools were able to demonstrate
success. Once the school began showing real
success in increased enrollment and improved
student achievement, the district was ready to
offer even more support. Table 1 displays cas-
cading quotes from staff at Branford and Man-
chester about district support.
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Karen,

| heard the word pioneer like 17 times in meetings,and the superintendent
would come and sit with us,and say, “You're blazing the trail. No one’s ever
done this. Of course, it's going to be difficult” There was a lot of support. We

Manchester Teacher

weren’t pressured to figure it out, necessarily. It was always OK to fail. We

were allowed to explore,and try new things. In many ways, that was freedom
most of us hadn’t had before. We did a lot of good work.

There had to be a district commitment to walking forward a program

Patrick,
Founding Manchester
Director

that had no students with the belief that students were going to come, if
you billed that they will come. We absolutely had the commitment. The
district has been consistently supportive of the online program, in terms of

dedicating dollars from the general fund to support it.

Once we proved ourselves, once they saw that we were serious about
running the school, putting our guts into the school,and that we were

David,
Branford Director

serious about and we were passionate about,and once the numbers stayed,
they gave us whatever we asked for. “You need more rooms? Take more

rooms.” Once they saw the things are moving forward tremendously,they
have been absolutely incredibly supportive.

John,
Branford Learning
Director

Table 1. Cascading Quotes about District Support

Participants defined support as district con-
fidence and trust, monetary support, facilities,
and staffing. The monetary support was fre-
quently identified when administrators talked
about the economic downturn that affected
California school budgets over the preceding
several years. Administrators emphasized
that the district support to continue to fund
their virtual schools when many viewed the
programs as supplementary or excessive was
important to the schools’ survival.

Preliminary research. All three districts
were involved in some research that either
helped them determine the need for a virtual
school or helped them determine the goals and
direction of their virtual school. Howard, Bran-
ford’s founding principal, reported that when
the superintendent requested data to show the
need for a virtual school, the district found that

Our district said, “[John] we're going to support you” Then | started making
money. Then they really support you.

500 students were leaving the district a year
from expulsions and other reasons. Once these
data surfaced, the founder had more district
support in starting the virtual charter.

Manchester also reported data that re-
vealed the potential loss of district average dai-
ly attendance (ADA), which determines district
funding in the state of California. However, the
data Manchester reviewed were not from their
district but from other states where online
schools had grown over the years. The data
reviewed from Florida, Ohio, North Carolina,
and Kentucky that revealed districts in these
states were losing ADA student enrollment to
outside virtual schools. While these data were
never supported at Manchester, they did moti-
vate the beginning of the virtual school.

In addition to reviewing the data from oth-
er states to determine the need for a virtual
school, Manchester also looked to other states
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that had already embarked on virtual schools
to identify best practices. District and school
administrators went to Florida, Ohio, and Ken-
tucky to learn from others’ successes and mis-
takes. This initial research helped administra-
tors make decisions about how to launch the
new virtual school.

Field Haven’s research process focused
more closely on the community. The district
launched fishbowl observations with communi-
ty stakeholders including parents and teachers
to guide its decision-making process. These
observations helped the district identify what
parents were looking for in a virtual school and
how teachers and a vendor system could meet
these needs. District directors were heavily
involved with parent and community meetings
throughout the launch process and Field Hav-
en founding teachers talked to the researcher
about the launch period as a time when they
felt closely connected both to the district and
to the community.

While the sites each undertook different
forms of preliminary research, they all used re-
search to make foundational decisions. The im-
portance of some of this foundational research
can be questioned since some of the sites even-
tually changed their direction. In other cases the
research did not bear true, as was the case with
Manchester’s research of other states losing
ADA. Even when initial data did not drive the
virtual schools past their foundational stages,
the fact that the sites conducted and analyzed
research did prove important to their future
adaptation. The culture of research they devel-
oped allowed them to continue to identify needs
and change course when necessary.

Teacher and staff selection. All sites iden-
tified the ability to freely hire teachers and
staff as important. During the hiring process,
all three districts gave their sites freedom to
select teachers, instead of placing teachers
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mandatorily. All three sites had a strong pro-
cess for hiring teachers internally. Manchester
built their hiring from teachers who had shown
success in the supplemental online program.
These teachers were chosen from a group who
had undergone a voluntary pilot training pro-
gram. Branford hired their first full-time teach-
ers from teachers who had been successful in
their independent study program. Field Haven
created a hiring process to ensure dedicated
teachers would lead the program.

The strongest support of the teachers at the
sites can be found in the words of their admin-
istrators. Paul, the Field Haven administrator,
expressed, “What I can guarantee you with our
program is that our teachers are highly quali-
fied. The students are going to receive the best
curricular expert possible.” John, the Branford
learning director, shared, “You walk through
those rooms back there. They've [the teach-
ers] got the same passion I've got.” The ad-
ministrators demonstrated confidence in their
teachers’ abilities and they said that being able
to select the teachers from their program made
a huge difference in the quality of their school.

Teacher motivation can be an issue if teach-
ers are placed at a site instead of selecting to be
there, but that might especially be true when
the site requires a new skill set like virtual
schools do. Additionally, the sites identified
processes for training and evaluating online
teachers before hiring them. This allowed the
sites to evaluate teachers for online teaching
skill set before hiring them. Districts starting
virtual schools need to allow virtual schools to
hire new staff who want to be at the site and
who are identified as having a skill set valuable
to online teaching.

Financial evaluation. Financial evaluations
at the sites analyzed how the districts could
financially support the schools. Sites were sup-
ported even in the wake of district budget cuts.
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Virtual schools in traditional school districts
need to receive sufficient financial support. If
virtual schools are seen as “extra” programs
unworthy of the same financial support as tra-
ditional brick and mortar schools or as ways
to generate ADA or save districts money, the
virtual schools will not receive sufficient sup-
port for success. While the virtual school fund-
ing structure differs from traditional brick and
mortar schools, virtual schools still require a
great deal of funding to be successful.

Curriculum decisions. While this was identi-
fied as an important foundational process, the
nature of the curriculum mattered less than
the site’s confidence in it. Of the three sites,
one used a vendor curriculum, one used a

self-created curriculum, and one had switched
from a self-created curriculum to a vendor cur-
riculum. Many online curriculums have been
successfully adopted. Sites and districts can
focus a lot of time and energy trying to find the
right one. But at the sites studied, the success
of the curriculum depended as much on the
implementation of the curriculum as anything.
Some of the sites changed the way the curric-
ulum was delivered during the lifetime of the
school, so adaptation features discussed below
may be as important as the initial implementa-
tion. Manchester created their own curriculum
and it was a critical part of the school. Table
2 shows cascading quotes from several Man-
chester staff members about developing curric-
ulum as a foundational process.

We decided with the same book, the same curriculum,and the same pay
scale at that point because we were all on district pacing at that point.
That's kind of what they started. We looked at vendor products. We created

Richard, Manchester
Founding Staff
Developer

some courses. We would try and break them up, arrange them to meet our
pacing, our textbooks and so on. A lot of the courses were either created
by the teachers or modified by the teachers to meet those district needs.

There’s very few vendor-created products that worked for that. We couldn’t
find any English classes that met our needs. We took the best of whatever
we could and tried to cobble together.

Because we wanted to change teaching and learning,we didn’t buy a

Patrick,
Manchester Founding
Principal

solution.

Don,
Manchester Teacher

canned curriculum. We built our curriculum to match the pacing. Integrated
the same teachers,same textbooks,same assessments,that we were really
trying to create a digital version of our particular curricular program here

in the district. Because we did it that way, it was a completely scalable

When you think about, my kids, in my regular classes, that | developed are
going more in-depth than the [vendor- created] course. That’s because I've
always created curriculum and designed curriculum. We've had people

come back and talk to us from INACOL. They were talking about how our
courses are so far ahead of what most schools are doing online.

Table 2. Cascading Quotes about Developing Curriculum as a Foundation Process at Manchester
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Surprising Conclusions

In conducting this study, the focus was exam-
ining the foundational processes school identi-
fied. In analyzing these findings, some conclu-
sions developed that were contrary to some of
the expected outcomes. This section presents
these conclusions and includes discussion of
why these unexpected conclusions exist and
what they mean to the context of the study.

Site-district relationships. The relation-
ship between the district and the school sites
was an identified contingency and area of ad-
aptation but not to the degree expected. For
the most part, the virtual schools reviewed
here were self-sustaining entities. They re-
ceived funding and resources through the
district as did other schools, but in some
ways they functioned more independently
than the other schools. One possible reason
for this difference is that the districts were
built to serve traditional brick and mortar
school sites. Expertise at the district level
was generally not suited to meet the needs of
the virtual schools. The virtual schools held
the expertise; thus, the districts allowed
them to act more independently than the
other school sites. Each of the sites identi-
fied a district ally, someone with power in the
district office who believed in the program
and wanted it to succeed. Whether this was
the superintendent or a director, in almost all
cases the support was not at a decision-mak-
ing level. The district-level leaders deferred
to the sites on most decisions. The exception
to this rule was Field Haven in the founda-
tional stages and first year in operation when
a district-level position was making deci-
sions for the school. But even her expertise
limitations were discovered in the area of the
high school and she eventually deferred to a
site administrator.
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Participants indicated that financial sup-
port, resources, and staffing were the most
desired types of support they sought from the
district-level leaders. All three sites identified
their support from the district. The strongest
identification for support came from the site
that had received the most direct adminis-
trative and counseling staffing, Branford. But
all three sites identified the need for more
support. The feeling that the districts did not
fully understand the virtual schools was also
prevalent, and several participants argued
that the calculations the district used to deter-
mine staffing and resources were based on the
needs of traditional brick and mortar schools
and that these districts did not understand the
calculations did not apply to the needs of the
virtual schools.

The structure of traditional school district
calls for adaptation unique to virtual schools.
The resources of a traditional school district
can allow for support not being offered to in-
dependent virtual schools, but based on the
findings from this study, there is also the
danger that virtual schools will be forgotten,
ignored, or misunderstood. In addition, the
data from this study revealed the perceived
need for districts to fully fund new virtual
schools. The virtual schools cannot be seen
as a money-saving measure and if anything,
the findings revealed that virtual schools
could be more costly than traditional schools.
Additionally, virtual school officials have to
communicate their needs to districts through
leaders who can articulate the unique cir-
cumstances of virtual schools and educate
district officials on the advantages and trials
of such schools. District administrators that
hope to start virtual schools or who have re-
cently started virtual schools need to ensure
that expertise is developed not only at the
site level but also at the district level so that
appropriate support can be provided.
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Need for change and adaptation. Each of
the sites changed and adapted their organi-
zational structures had changed and adapted
as the school developed. Additionally, many
of their goals and outcomes also changed.
Change is a necessary part of any organiza-
tion and any school, but the necessity for
change seemed accelerated at these sites.
The rate of change for these virtual schools
was incredibly high for schools that had been
in existence between four and six years. For
example, Branford changed their entire cur-
riculum, staffing, and leadership model after
two years and Field Haven dropped their high
school program after two years. Because vir-
tual schools are a relatively new phenomenon
and because each of these sites was a new
undertaking for these traditional school dis-
tricts, change, and adaptation were prevalent.
Site leaders were learning how to implement
new systems as laws and resources changed
around them.

In the initial stages of this study, I antici-
pated that perhaps the findings might lead to
a common list of methods and techniques that
could help virtual schools adapt to the difficul-
ties they would face or a best practices list be-
cause of the common context of virtual schools
in traditional school districts. While these find-
ings were manifest, the level of specificity of
these techniques is not as high as originally
expected. Instead, the sites studied revealed
different ways of adapting to various issues.
More important than the specific strategies
employed was the ability of each site to adapt
and change as needed in response to its spe-
cific context and experiences. Whether these
techniques included a strictly structure organi-
zational hierarchy as in the case of Branford, or
a more open organizational system like Man-
chester, the actual structure used was less im-
portant than whether the structure allowed for
adaptation and change.

Each of the sites studied demonstrated the
ability to make large structural and procedural
changes. Branford changed its entire curriculum,
staffing structure, and administrative leadership
after the first two years. Field Haven dropped
half of its program. Manchester moved campus-
es, adapted to an alternative school structure,
and added multiple grade levels. This level of
structural change in such a short time is uncom-
mon at most traditional brick and mortar schools,
but among virtual schools this ability appears to
be a necessity to adapt to an ever-changing sys-
tem and to bridge the gap between the virtual
site and the traditional school district.

Using mandated structures to advantage.
Because virtual schools are part of a larger
school district that must make decisions for the
entire system, some systems were forced upon
the case sites. This frequently happened with
campus space, administrative staff, and office
staff and resources. However, although these
new structures were an identified contingen-
cy, sites found a way to use these structures to
their advantage. Additionally, when sites were
forced to take on other programs like the sup-
plemental program at Manchester or the credit
recovery program at Branford, they bolstered
their virtual schools by using the resources of
these added programs.

Organizations over context. McFarlane
(2011a; 2011b) theorized that online schools
require a unique organizational structure from
brick and mortar schools. Because of these find-
ings, I expected that the findings of this study
would reveal adaptation strategies unique to
virtual schools. While the study revealed accel-
erated change process for the virtual schools
studied, most of the findings revealed success-
ful adaptation techniques evident in many tra-
ditional schools, and even in many other types

of organizations.
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In other words, organizational strategies
that work for virtual schools can work for all or-
ganizations and strategies that work for all or-
ganizations can work for virtual schools. This
is an important finding because data revealed
that district officials felt they could take short-
cuts or invest less in virtual schools. This study
revealed that the kind of organizational fea-
tures that would create success in any school
are equally necessary in virtual schools. The
context shifts the make-up of what these fea-
tures look like at virtual schools, but features
such as district support, direct administrative
leadership structures, and strong teachers can
be credited as positive to any school site. Dis-
tricts need to recognize that building a virtual
school will take the same amount of effort and
resources as sustaining a brick and mortar site,
if not more.

The other surprise with this study was the
lack of focus on technology. Because the topic
involved virtual schools, it was reasonable to
assume that technology would be a major focus
of the initiative to develop a virtual school. But
as shared by Roger, the principal at Manches-
ter, the people and organizational processes
are more important than the technological pro-
cesses. “I think the technology part is probably
the least interesting. [That] aspect is really not
the hard part.”

Roger’s observation demonstrates what
might be the most surprising and important
finding of this study. The findings suggest that
the most important features of these virtual
schools were a strong organizational structure,
effective leadership, and support from the dis-
trict, while participants identified anything per-
taining to technology or the online platform as
secondary in importance. These findings sug-
gest that the term virtual school needs to have
a greater emphasis on the school side than the
online side. Online is a system of educational
delivery, however, the features of what makes

®

a good school were more about organizational
systems than technological platforms at these
virtual schools.

Implications

Because virtual schools are a unique con-
text for traditional districts, districts must
develop structures that address this context.
The findings indicated that these contextual
processes were well defined, though not yet
streamlined to the circumstances of virtual
schools. Districts must study their local ac-
creditation, enrollment, and funding process-
es and structures.

The findings also revealed that virtual
schools that had strong systems planning,
management, and leadership dealt with fewer
problems and obstacles than other schools who
identified as struggling in those areas. In oth-
er words, systems planning, management, and
leadership are strong indicators of initial and
long-term stability in a virtual schools. There-
fore, districts that are starting virtual schools
need to create direct and defined leadership
at sites, financially support the virtual schools,
and hire dedicated full-time teacher leaders to
avoid some of the setbacks that some of the
sites studied encountered.

Another finding suggested that virtual
schools studied needed to be adaptable in the
process of operation. In other words, while a
well-developed plan was helpful, the need to
abandon parts of that plan and move in a dif-
ferent direction was identified as necessary to
adapt to unforeseen contingencies, especially
in the changing landscape on virtual school
policy. These identified strategies could bene-
fit traditional virtual schools in adapting to the
unforeseen contingencies they will encounter.
Additionally, a focus on these features could be
beneficial to any schools or organizations fac-
ing unforeseen obstacles.
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The findings of this study inform traditional
school districts that creating and operating a
virtual school requires a strong organization-
al structure, effective leadership, and support
from the district. In the three cases studied,
the organizational structure, leadership, and
district support were more important to the
success of the schools than anything pertaining
to technology or the online platform. Because
virtual schools use a unique online platform and
require technology, these tend to be areas of fo-
cus by administrators and researchers. Howev-
er, the findings from this study imply that more
focus needs to be devoted to the organizational
features of a virtual school in order to ensure
success. Districts starting virtual schools need
to ensure that these organizational factors are
addressed instead of getting lost in the online
and technological delivery systems.

While this study identified unique features
in this process that pertain to virtual schools,
this formula for success is not limited to vir-
tual school. As traditional districts strive to
design successful school, the virtual school
must be seen as a unique but equal organiza-
tion. Though the techniques may differ, the
principles that will ultimately define success
are similar to the traditional brick and mortar
school. There cannot be short cuts.

Aside from informing leaders of tradition-
al districts and virtual schools, the findings of
this study are also relevant to policy makers.
The study found that data relating to successful
virtual school startup had less to do with the
technology or curriculum of virtual school than
it did with state policy and accreditation pro-
cesses which not been adapted to the context
of virtual schools. These issues could be elim-
inated or at least made easier to navigate if the
legislators in California would acknowledge
the difference in enrollment and attendance
structures between virtual schools and brick
and mortar schools. Legislators could design

policy unique to virtual schools that accepted
these structures instead of punishing virtual
schools for adopting them. Additionally, ac-
creditation boards could design processes that
acknowledge the unique structures in virtual
schools and utilize advisories with experienced
virtual educators. The accreditation process
would then educate the virtual schools, instead
of the schools under review having to educate
the advisory team.

Areas for Further Study

The cases selected were sufficient for the
purposes of this study and the data did be-
gin to saturate after the third school data was
collected. However, examining additional
cases with differing circumstances (rural en-
vironment, blended environment, etc.) could
have revealed processes not identified in this
study. Also, this study was only focused on
virtual schools in traditional school districts.
While more research exists on statewide and
charter virtual schools, it does not focus on
contingencies of virtual schools or adapta-
tion features. Additional studies that exam-
ined the organizational structures of different
kinds of virtual schools may provide findings
about which adaptation features are benefi-
cial in different kinds of virtual schools, or if
they differ at all.

The cases selected for this study were all
California virtual schools. While this yielded
sufficient data on startup processes in Cali-
fornia virtual schools, study of additional sites
outside of the state could reveal additional
strategies and obstacles. Additional studies
could examine context inherent contingencies
in other states. These studies could prove ben-
eficial to identifying state policy that is most
conducive for traditional school districts creat-
ing virtual schools and could have an impact on

policy throughout the country.
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All of the three schools studied moved
away during their history from a fully online
model to a blended model, one that allowed
for some online interaction between teachers
and students and some face-to-face interaction
between teachers and students. Manchester
moved toward face-to-face the most of the
three sites, but all of the sites could be iden-
tified somewhere on the spectrum of blend-
ed learning. Online learning is moving more
toward blended models and more research is
needed to identify the impact of this new learn-
ing, as well as what are the features of success-
ful blended models.

Additionally, one of the findings from this
study that was not explored in depth was the lack
of impact that technology had on the organiza-
tional structure at the sites studied. There exists
research on the impact of technology on the cur-
riculum of virtual schools, but further research on
technology and virtual school structures. Such
research could help answer why a correlation
was not identified in this study and could also
reveal untapped technological features that have
not been used at the sites studied.
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