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[INTRO MUSIC]  

My name is Danielle Thomson. My job title this year is Family Engagement Specialist. Prior to 
that, I was, for the last four years, K through 2 primary teacher. And then, the last two years of 
that, we did ELA, so more like STEAM and humanities. So I was the primary humanities 
teacher.  

So how long have you been teaching online? Would you put that into--  

Five years.  

Five years? So the big question is what's it like to teach little, little, little ones online? We're not 
talking high school and college students. We're talking 5- 6-, 7-year-olds, right?  

When I first came online, my peers would always say, you know, you're going to lose touch with 
your students. You won't have that student engagement. You won't have that connection to your 
kids.  

And that was something that was a strength of mine. You know, I really felt connected to my 
students. I really felt that I could empathize with their situations.  

And it's quite the opposite. I think we know our families and our students much better online 
because we have so many layers of support and we have so much communication with our 
families and our students, both required communication within our MOU and what our 
requirements are. But we also have teachers that go above and beyond. We're constantly reaching 
out to those students and families.  

When you teach, say, first-graders, do you have as many first-graders as-- we're hearing the high 
school teachers say, I have 170 students, which is typical high school teacher load. Do you have 
a smaller class load than with the little kids?  

It depends. It depends on the enrollment. Sometimes we have heavier case loads in different 
courses. This year, we're very heavy in our third grade.  

But, for the most part, it pretty much evens out where we start the year with a normal 16 to 20 
kids total. Sometimes we have less in particular grade levels. Our kindergarten is always kind of 
smaller because a lot of families aren't within the school system and aren't aware of the 
opportunity to use virtual instruction at that level.  

But we do have-- it ranges. Sometimes we have more. Sometimes we have less.  

But, at the elementary level, we are smaller. Our enrollment is smaller than the secondary. We 
average about 90 students total K through 5.  



Who are these kids? Who puts their kids in an eSchool? Or what kid is selected? I guess, it could 
be either way, depending on--  

Right. It runs the whole spectrum. We have kids that the parents feel their needs aren't being met. 
So these are kids that really want to have an enriched curriculum and accelerate.  

We have students that maybe find a lot of distractions in the brick and mortar school, and maybe 
there's behavior issues. Or these are kids that are on an IEP and need special accommodations. 
So those are two kids.  

We have kids with special medical needs. We have diabetics that the parents are hesitant to enlist 
another person to oversee their students health issues. We have families that travel for either the 
parents' work or the students'. We also have professional children athletes, or we have an ice 
skater at Busch Gardens. We have kids that do various sports and athletics, so it's something that 
works for them, as well.  

So various situations bring families to Pasco eSchool. And we always have the parents that 
would normally home school, and then they realize that they have this opportunity where they're 
not making their curriculum from scratch, that somebody is there to oversee and support. And 
that's something that works for those families, as well.  

So let's talk about that progression from what eSchool kind of was even a few years ago and 
what it's becoming, especially for these primary kids, from a few years ago to now.  

OK. When I entered Pasco eSchool as a teacher five years ago, we used a canned curriculum. So, 
basically, the teachers were supplied with teacher manuals. The families were supplied with 
learning guide-- we call the parents learning guides because they do facilitate the learning so 
much-- manuals.  

And it was a very scripted day-by-day lesson plan. And then the students were provided with 
textbooks, workbooks, literature. It was a whole all-encompassed curriculum-- everything from 
art music to handwriting, everything in between.  

So what we would do was give the parents this big, intimidating box the first day of school and 
say here are your materials. And we would help them maneuver through this. We would also go 
through and see like, oh, it's really lacking with comparing and contrasting. So, on these dates, 
I'm going to pull the kids into Elluminate-- like our online conferencing tool-- and we're going to 
do a lesson and have all my kids engaged in this lesson.  

So we would fill in the gaps with those types of learning activities. And we also supplemented by 
building some courses on Moodle. And that's kind of like--  

Yeah, like Canvas.  



M-hm, like Canvas five years ago. So we would build some-- like Florida history was lacking-- 
so we built some courses on Moodle to kind of fill in the gaps there. So, basically, the parents 
and kids were chugging along with the supplemental activities and lessons that we were offering.  

And then, at the end of the month, we would receive their unit assessment. And every day they 
had like a quality check, mini quiz, too. So we were basing their attendance, and their 
completion, and pace, and progress, and how well they were progressing in the course based on 
this.  

We'd bring them in for various assessments, as well. Like, we would do the FAIR, and we would 
do SAT and everything, the FCAT.  

But, other than that, that was the only time we saw these kiddos. And we realized it was a broken 
system. So, for a couple years, we tried to supplement with some various tools and everything 
like that. And we realized-- you know, it was always in the back of our mind that we were going 
to have to jump ship and write our own stuff. But it's just intimidating.  

So, finally last year, the scores were coming in, and they weren't looking very good. Our students 
weren't performing at the level we knew they were capable of. And we as teachers felt like we 
didn't have control over our own classroom anymore.  

It was really difficult to manipulate these daily lessons that they were getting and kind of take 
out what we didn't like and add what we knew they needed, so we abandoned it. And we started 
writing our own courses from scratch. So last year was our first year. If we continued that path, 
we were slated to receive a D or an F. And we came out as a B school after one year of writing 
our own courses, so that's something we're really proud of.  

And our counterparts that continued with this curriculum are failing schools at this point. And 
the state has had to come in and support these schools. So we were very intimidated and very 
cautious to make this jump, but we knew it was something we had to do. So we did it, and now 
there's no looking back. We can't imagine ever going back or doing it any other way.  

So, currently, what we do is write our own lessons, write our own assignments for our students to 
complete. We have gone on to the learning management system. We use Canvas as a learning 
management system. And we also use Adobe Connect for our meetings, like our lessons that our 
students participate in. They're attending much more regularly.  

We also require that our families come on campus at least once a month, and we have our live 
lesson day where they engage in rigorous, hands-on activities with all their teachers. And we 
make it a great day for the whole family. The parents stay as well, so that they hear those 
meaningful conversations. And we model how to fail forward and allow the students to make 
mistakes and everything like that.  

So sometimes when the students are engaged in assessments or progress monitoring, I take the 
parents-- now as my role as family engagement specialist-- and I will then educate the parent and 
give them some PD, like professional development, as the learning guide and what that looks 



like for virtual instruction. One thing we've implemented is the Sensei scale, so they know-- 
we're the ninjas, so everything is ninja-themed-- the Sensei scale, so they know our gradual 
release but in family-friendly language. So they know, as a learning guide, what that looks like, 
along the way as different standards and concepts are introduced to their students and when they 
should see mastery and independence.  

So we really coach the whole family. We don't just stop with the student. And that was one thing 
we learned throughout the years. We really focused on the student, but then the parent is there all 
day long, too.  

And, a lot of times, the parents want to make sure everything is perfect and make sure that 
they're not allowing their child to struggle. So we really layered in support for the families this 
year, and that's something we plan to continue with. And we're revamping and adding to for next 
year, as well.  

We do field trips for our families. We do different events at night. We do opportunities to come 
in and volunteer. Like, we had a garden day where we did a garden at the school, so we're really 
trying to cultivate a school community where you may attend school online, but you know that 
you have this support system.  

You are part of a school community. You are important. We do value you as a student. And the 
feedback has been great from our families.  

So if I'm a five-year-old, a kindergartner, or a first-grader, six years old, what does their 
schooling look like to them? Are they on a computer a lot? How does that look?  

So, within Canvas, they have their modules. And what our teachers release are weeks. So we 
always promote flexibility where if the students are involved in extracurricular activities, we 
want them to still maintain those. And we want them to be engaged with their environment. So 
we do supply each student with an iPad, as well, for that flexibility.  

So what they would see when they log in on Monday morning is a weekly overview from their 
teacher, which outlines what standards are going to be covered, what the expectations are, what 
the concepts are, what some highlights may be, and some notes to the parents, as well. You may 
get hung up on this. Here are some extra resources. If you need to extend, here are some great 
resources and such. We will be meeting at these times this week to cover A, B, and C.  

And, when you're saying meeting online, that's synchronous? They're logging in, and you can see 
all your kids?  

Right.  

And it's all of them at one time?  

Correct. And that's like our tier one. That's for all of our kids. They're logging in. But students 
that need extra support, they'd have one-to-one meetings outside of that time with their teacher, 



as well. And those parents, as well, meet with me, and kind of work out some supports that are 
necessary.  

So they see their week at a glance. And then they just go through Monday. And they'll see 
Monday what they're supposed to do.  

They'll go through a lesson. Sometimes it's interactive. There's videos. There's games they can 
play. There are rubrics included, so the parents know where to aim for to be on target.  

And now we've included that Sensei scale, so the teacher knows how much the parent supported. 
You know, this may look stellar. The student may have really done an awesome job, but how 
much of that is the student and how much was parent support? So we really try to layer in some 
supports, so that there's transparency so we know what the child's capable of, what their 
independent level because, before with that canned curriculum, we did not have that. We didn't 
know what was student-derived and what was more parent, so we're trying to do that.  

So they're coming in on Monday. They're seeing what their lessons are. And then they have 
discussions to complete. They have assignments to complete that then they scan and upload.  

But, a lot of the time, we offer a choice. So, in social, studies, they may be talking about 
citizenship. So they can either create a brochure about what good citizenship in the classroom 
looks like. Or they can create a commercial and upload that. Or they can just write three 
sentences and illustrate it.  

We want to make sure that whatever learning style works for that child that we're offering that 
and that there's equity across the board. We never want to hold a student accountable for 
something that they just aren't capable of completing, especially with those students with our 
IEPs or 504s.  

Yeah.  

So they go through, and we expect the time to be that of a traditional brick and mortar. And we 
outline our days to look like that. And we inform the parents, too.  

We want them spending, you know, so many minutes in math. We want them spending so many 
minutes in social studies. And that's our target. And that's clearly outlined to our families, and 
that's what our goal is. So if they're not spending five to seven hours on schoolwork, then there's 
a problem, and they're not able to maintain pace.  

As far as the question, are they online constantly, no. They can easily access the materials they 
need. If they need to print off something, they can print it off and work away from the computer. 
Or they are provided with bags of books, so they can use the books that are provided to then 
complete the assignment and such. So that is their home base, their docking station to get their 
outline for the week of what they need.  

But I think that's pretty much everything I need. That's fascinating.  


