Village Green Virtual: Rhode Island's
Experiment With Blended Learning

The Providence public charter school opened in September 2013
with a mission to "personalize instruction" for every student.

Village Green Virtual is a public charter school in Rhode Island opened in September 2013.
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Photos: Rhode Island Experiments With Blended Learning

PROVIDENCE, R.I.—Destanie Matias is deep into trigonometric ratios, reviewing the concepts of elevation
and depression before she prepares to take a unit test. Hovering over her left shoulder is her math teacher,
Maeve Murray.

The two are conferring quietly in a spacious computer lab, home to 50 black desktop machines, about half of
which are being used by students. But they might as well be alone. Nearly everyone is wearing earbuds,
focused on their own screens.

Murray and Destanie discuss whether the 16-year-old feels prepared to take the online test. Murray has
been monitoring Destanie’s progress via a tablet she carries with her, so she knows her student has
mastered the material. But the timing is up to Destanie.

They agree that Destanie will take the test after lunch. When she does, she will be the only student to take
that particular test on this particular Friday. In fact, that’s the whole point of Destanie’s school,Village Green
Virtual, a public charter school in Rhode Island that opened in September 2013 with a mission to
“personalize instruction” for every student.

“l can do it at my own pace,” said Destanie, who enjoys math and is ahead of schedule with her trigonometry
lessons. “And if | don’t do well, | can go back and review my mistakes and take the test again.”

Village Green is at the forefront of Rhode Island’s bid to expand “blended learning,” a combination of online
courses with teacher-led classroom instruction. The tiny state has set out to be the first in the nation to
integrate computer-based education into all of its 296 public schools.

Being a pioneer is a high-risk endeavor. And it's messy. After some flawed assumptions in its first year,
Village Green has already made a number of changes to its physical layout, class schedule and staffing.
The faculty, students and parents know that their school is being scrutinized by education officials, teacher
union leaders and school districts, both within Rhode Island and beyond. As data on student learning
accumulates with the school’s growth, Village Green’s performance will serve as either an exemplar or a
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cautionary tale, as more and more schools in Rhode Island — and across the country — embrace blended
learning.

When Robert Pilkington, the school’s founder and superintendent, pitched the Village Green Virtual concept
to the Rhode Island Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, he thought the school would
emulate Carpe Diem, a blended learning charter school company that operates schools in several states.
But after he and Rochelle Baker, Village Green’s chief of operations and admissions, visited a Carpe Diem
school in Indianapolis, they changed their minds.

“We saw what we didn’t want,” Baker said. They were turned off by Carpe Diem’s teacher-to-student ratio,
which ranges from 1 to 35 to 1 to 50, depending on the school.

Village Green copied Carpe Diem’s bullpen layout for student workstations, its use of Edgenuity, a computer
platform that provides the online subject matter and video lessons, and an office-style atmosphere.

Village Green Virtual math teacher and learning center coordinator Bianca Toth talks with sophomore
Hector Nieves, 16.

But Village Green’s teacher-student ratio is 1 to 12. Midway through the school’s first year, Pilkington had to
hire three more teachers. He’d underestimated how much shepherding and one-on-one attention the
students needed, and quickly found the 1 to 17 ratio he’d budgeted for was insufficient.

“We've found that teachers are critical, and, in fact, we need more of them than we originally thought,” he
said. “This kind of virtual school is not an effective personnel-reduction strategy.”

Village Green Virtual looks and feels nothing like other high schools in Rhode Island. Wedged between a
convenience store and a burrito shop, the school occupies four floors of a narrow office building in
downtown Providence. Instead of classrooms, students spend most of their day working independently in
computer labs, each workstation separated by a low partition similar to those found in insurance or financial
companies. Instead of a cafeteria, students eat in “Hot City Café,” a corporate-style lunchroom. The school
assigns no homework and allows students to select the subjects they wish to study online each day.
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The school doesn’t expect students to log on at night or weekends, unless they want to. Students spend, on
average, four hours a day working on computers in school and 60 to 80 minutes a day in small classes. “We
expect students to get their work done during the school day,” said John Butler, director of academic
planning and logistics. “They are on the computer all the time. We want them to be able to go home and
unplug.”

“Everything about this school, from the physical plant to the technology we purchased to how we implement
faculty — everything is committed to the blended learning model,” said Pilkington. “This isn’t a traditional high
school that's been retrofitted. We designed this to be an adult work environment for kids.”

[SPECIAL REPORT: U.S. News/Raytheon STEM Index]

Schools across Rhode Island are exploring various elements of digital education. Students on remote Block
Island can now take a wider array of Advanced Placement courses online, and Chariho Regional School
District redirected funds this year in order to provide every student with a laptop. Several schools are trying
“flipped classrooms” in which students watch video lessons at home and teachers use class time for
discussions and projects.

But Village Green is the first public school in Rhode Island that is designed expressly for blended learning
and uses this approach throughout the entire curriculum. Guiding the experiment, according to school
leaders, is a steady stream of data on student performance. This is generated by Edgenuity’s computer
platform. For example, teachers, students and parents can log on to their laptops or tablets and see exactly
how much progress a student has made in Renaissance history, or whether a student has ignored a poetry
unit for too long and needs some prodding. By monitoring student work day to day, hour to hour, even
minute to minute, teachers can help students stay on track and can quickly intervene if they are struggling.

Just as Destanie was the only student to take that particular trigonometry test that particular day, no two
students at Village Green follow exactly the same path or progress at precisely the same pace as they work
their way through the curriculum, which is aligned with the new Common Core standards adopted by most
states.

[SPECIAL REPORT: A Guide to Common Core]

Pilkington spends a fair amount of time explaining the school’s approach to educators and parents. “We
bridge two worlds, the traditional education system that parents understand and our new model,” he said.
“Our school offers an option to families who feel failed, in some cases, by the traditional school system.”

Demographically, Village Green is diverse. Any high school student in the state can apply by lottery, and the
school, although only in its second year, currently has a waitlist of 302 students for just 166 places,
according to Pilkington. This year, 73 percent of Village Green’s students come from urban districts and 85
percent are eligible for free or reduced lunch, an indicator of poverty. The ethnic breakdown is 58 percent
Hispanic, 27 percent black, 12 percent white and 3 percent Asian. Some students come from among the
highest-performing suburban districts in the state and travel nearly an hour each way to downtown
Providence.

Village Green’s administrators hedge when asked how many ninth-, 10th- and 11th-graders make up each
grade. (When this year’s juniors become seniors and a new ninth grade enters in Fall 2015, the school will
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reach its full capacity of 230 students.) “We have some 10th-graders who are taking 11th-grade math and
are finishing up ninth-grade English,” Butler said. “Our system is proficiency-based, so our students are at
various places, and it changes all the time.” School officials say they expect some students will complete the
four-year curriculum in three years, while others might take five.

Such flexibility is one of the benefits of blended learning, say supporters, who include Rhode Island
Education Commissioner Deborah A. Gist, (who is expected to depart for the Tulsa superintendent’s job
later this spring).

“I've visited Village Green several times, and | think the best thing about it is the level of personalization,”
Gist said. “Each student’s needs are being met. If they need more time, they can get it. If they have an
aptitude for a topic, they can go faster. Students have the ability to control their learning and organize their
time, just like we do as adults.”

But such flexibility can make management tricky. Teachers and administrators have struggled to figure out
the right amount of time students should spend in the computer labs, which are called “learning centers” or
“LCs,” and in small classes of eight to 10 students, called “workshops.”

[READ: Essential to STEM Education: Other Subjects]

This year, students spend 60 to 70 percent of their school day in a learning center and the remainder in
workshops. Students are grouped according to where they are in the curriculum in a particular subject and
attend two workshops a day that last 30 to 40 minutes each. Teachers who are not busy facilitating a
workshop remain in the learning centers, answering questions, tracking student progress on tablets and
working one-on-one with students.

Last year, the schedule was looser. There were fewer workshops and teachers didn’t always ask students to
produce handwritten notes to show they were prepared.

“This year is more organized,” said Tamia Mercado, 17, a junior. “We went into last year thinking everyone
had a lot of self-motivation. But there was no real system to get students caught up if they were behind. This
year, the teachers are a lot stricter.”

Officials from Edgenuity, which is used by one million students across the country, said they are in constant
contact with Village Green, helping staff interpret student data and identify areas for improvement. Village
Green hired a data analyst this year to help teachers track student progress and create reports for parents.

“The feedback from Village Green has challenged us; they are very data-driven,” said Deborah Rayow,
Edgenuity’s vice president for core curriculum and credit recovery. “We are working right now to customize
our lessons to fit how much time they want students to be learning online, and spending with teachers
offline.”

For a school so reliant on technology, Village Green’s faculty members say they don’t spend a lot of time
thinking about it. Nor do teachers and students need to be particularly tech-savvy to do well at the school.
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“We don't believe the technology is important here,” Pilkington said. “Teaching and learning are what’s
important, and the technology is just a tool.”

Unlike some digital-learning initiatives, Village Green does not give each student a personal computing
device. School administrators say that approach causes too many headaches and can be expensive.

“We are not a laptop giveaway program,” Pilkington said. “Lots of schools believe that mass deployment of
portable devices is a good thing. We are of the opposite opinion.”

Instead, the machines used by the students at Village Green are “thin client” desktops, which means they
have no hard drive and are connected directly to the school’s large server on the first floor. The school has a
contract with a local computer company, which blocks popular social networking sites such as Facebook
and Twitter that could distract students. The company also provides nightly cleanup and backs up the
system. At the end of last year, school officials said their technology replacement costs were negligible; they
only had to replace a couple of keyboards.

But making a school ready for blended learning requires a hefty upfront investment in infrastructure. The
school received a $250,000 grant from a portion of Rhode Island’s Race to the Top federal funding in order
to reconfigure the school building to accommodate the learning center and workshop format. Village Green
also tore down ceilings and installed 260 wires that run throughout the building and ensure a speedy
connection from the server to the desktops. The school had to install air conditioning to keep the room
where the server is located cool and dry.

But Village Green'’s reliance on an online curriculum comes with some built-in limitations that even the most
creative teacher cannot easily overcome.

At a time when many schools and businesses are emphasizing the need for high-quality STEM education —
science, technology, engineering and math — Village Green has no science lab. Students must take biology,
chemistry and physics online, and watch chemical experiments and frog dissections on video.

“We strive to create science-literate folks, not scientists,” Pilkington said. But he conceded that building a
science lab may be in the cards down the road, and he recently negotiated the use of lab space at a nearby
school so that Village Green students can experience hands-on science experiments for the second half of
the school year.

Village Green received a physical education waiver from the state Department of Education, so it does not
have to provide active gym classes. Instead, students take an online health class that fulfills that
requirement.

And, like many other small schools, Village Green does not offer sports or many extracurricular activities.
Under state law, charter school students are allowed to participate in after-school athletics in their home
districts. Few Village Green students take advantage of this provision. However, the school has a yearbook
club and a student government and holds dances.



For some students and parents, it seems the trade-offs of being part of an educational experiment in a small
school are worth it.

“| get to choose what stuff | get to work on every day,” said lan Straub, 15, a sophomore from South
Kingstown, where the University of Rhode Island is located. He travels 45 minutes by bus to attend Village
Green. An avid skier, lan said he misses gym class and wishes the school offered a larger choice of
electives. “But | like the fact it's a lot less structured here, and if 'm bored with a subject, | can change it up.”

Andrew Szurley, whose daughter, Maddie, is a sophomore, believes she is benefiting from the school’s
small size and the diversity of the student body.

“Technically, she’s a sophomore, but she’s taking junior classes,” Szurley said. “She’s mature and she’s
focused, and she wants to finish high school early. This gives her that flexibility.”

Maddie said she’s always struggled with math. “| never understood it as well as everyone else,” she said.
“Here | can take two days on a lesson if | want to, and the teachers are here to help me.”

Pilkington’s view — that Village Green Virtual's primary focus is not technology but rather creating a new,
highly individualized learning environment — rings true for Andrew Szurley.

“Overall, we are very satisfied, and more than happy we had the choice,” he said. “We’re glad we had this
option for our daughter.”



