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Online And Virtual Classroom Learning: To Expand
And Supplement Educational Opportunities In San
Mateo County Schools
Issue
Are school districts in San Mateo County utilizing online and virtual classroom programs to
expand and supplement the curriculum?

Background
Online learning is a teaching method in which students interact with a program via the internet
and may have email access to an instructor. The student can work at anytime. In the virtual
classroom, students connect to the class, at a pre-established time, via the internet, to create a
real-time interactive version of the lecture environment. The virtual classroom gives students an
electronic forum in which they can verbally interact with instructors and other students. Both
online and virtual classroom systems are web-based, and in this report the term “web-based” is
used where both are meant. (However the term “online” in the literature often refers to both.)
Web-based learning is available for coursework from Kindergarten through 12th grade, college,
graduate school and occupational training, including teacher accreditation programs. Programs
for special education students, gifted children, and English Language Learners are also available.
Online learning and virtual classroom programs are used for K-12 specifically by:
•
•
•
•
•

Students in states that have virtual schools for all core and expanded subjects which they
choose, at no cost.
Students who need to make up class work—for example, those that may transfer from
another system in which they weren’t required to take courses that the new system
requires.
Students who need remedial training--who have, for example, failed a course.
Special education students who can use audible web-based material read to them and who
can use materials geared to their level of ability. Some special education students are
found to be adept at computer use.
Gifted and advanced placement students who want to take college credit courses.

•
•
•
•
•

Teachers who use on-line resources and course segments to enrich learning opportunities
in their classes.
Teachers for teacher accreditation.
Schools that want to expand their course offerings but don’t have the financial resources
to accommodate just a few students, especially for foreign languages.
Home schools, for all subjects.
Students who speak English as a second language.

Features of web-based learning programs include:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Allowing teachers to teach from home in their area of expertise.
Allowing course work to be quality controlled, tested and perfected.
Interactive and engaging lessons, frequently testing students for understanding of the
material, and redirecting them to review it, when understanding is weak.
Continually measuring student progress and report student scores to designated teachers
or administrators.
Making all kinds of learning experiences accessible to all students, which helps to
provide equality in education.
Accessibility of programs, 24-hours a day.

Some states recognize the importance of online and virtual classroom learning. States such as
Utah, Florida, Michigan, Mississippi, North Carolina, Texas, Virginia, Wisconsin (and others),
operate “virtual schools” by offering a full menu of middle and high-school web-based courses
free to students in the state. Some allow students outside these states to access these courses for
a fee.
School districts that operate in states without virtual schools typically depend on multiple online
learning providers, including postsecondary institutions, independent vendors and other state
virtual schools, as well as developing and providing their own web-based courses. 1 San Mateo
County school districts have used these resources since California is not a virtual school state.

Investigation
The Grand Jury interviewed a math teacher, two principals, two County Office of Education
Board Members, and four district administrators, representing elementary, middle and high
schools in San Mateo County school districts. The Grand Jury also visited one private school,
and researched information on a variety of websites including a National Public Radio segment
on Innovative Learning 2 , Center for the Future of Learning and Teaching 3 , North American
Council for Online Learning 4 , Eschool News 5 , and websites for many of the virtual schools. 6
1

The Sloan Consortium http://www.sloan-c.org/publications/survey/k-12_06.asp
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=89070946&sc=emaf&sc=emaf
3
www.cftl.org
4
www.nacol.org
5
www.eschoolnews.com
6
http://www.utahvirtual.org/, Florida http://www.flvs.net/, Michigan http://www.mivhs.org/ , North Carolina
http://www.ncvps.org, http://www.virtualvirginia.org,www.wisconsinvirtualschool.org,,Mississippi
http://www.mvps.mde.k12.ms.us/
2

Findings
The Grand Jury found that:
Although many studies are currently in progress, those done to date suggest that students taking
online and virtual classroom programs outperform their peers. The studies also suggest that once
startup costs are covered, the courses cost less than brick and mortar counterparts. (See
Appendix 1 for references and a fuller discussion.)
The National Education Association, the nation’s largest teacher’s union, 7 endorses web-based
courses and advocates that teachers be trained to provide them. In the “Guide to Teaching
Online Courses,” the NEA writes: “Online courses now make it possible for students in even the
most remote locations to have access to classes their home schools were previously unable to
provide. The lesson of large-scale natural disasters such as Hurricane Katrina is that the
provision of educational services to students need no longer be constrained within classroom
walls.” 8
With respect to Bay Area and San Mateo County Schools, the Grand Jury found:
1. A 2007 survey of 923 Bay Area elementary schools revealed that 41% of the teachers
surveyed felt unprepared to teach science. The survey also showed that 80% of these
teachers taught science--which is considered a core subject--less than one hour per
week. 9
2. In 2006, San Mateo County schools ranked tenth worst county (out of 58 counties) in the
state for teachers who have not completed the educational requirements to become a
teacher, or earned a preliminary or professional credential. 10
3. In San Mateo County, at least three school districts have recruited and hired teachers
from overseas to help fill in gaps in subject areas, such as science and math and for
special education classes. They did so after recruiting unsuccessfully in the United
States--through job fairs and advertisements. 11
The Grand Jury found that in San Mateo County, some K-12 schools are doing the following:
1. Using online learning to enhance the progress of some special education students.
2. Providing online computer rooms, in which a teacher or credentialed staff oversees the
students and helps, as necessary.

7

“The Largest Teachers Union” Toppo and Tumulty, USA Today,
http://www.usatoday.com/money/economy/employment/2006-02-24-nea-usat_x.htm
8
http://www.nea.org/technology/images/onlineteachguide.pdf
9
“Science Courses Nearly Extinct in Elementary Grades, Study Finds,” San Francisco Chronicle, Oct. 25, 2007
10
“Number of underqualified teachers drops but state still can’t meet standards…” Asimov, San Francisco Chronicle,
http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?f=/c/a/2006/12/06/BAGK6MQ2CD1.DTL
11
“Local Schools Hiring Teachers from Philippines,” Oakland Tribune, December 26, 2005

3. Accessing postings of online programs and resources for teachers from the San Mateo
County Office of Education to help meet federal No-Child-Left Behind grant standards
issued by the state.

4.

Developing technology programs which makes schools eligible for No Child Left
Behind technology grants, administered by the State. Eleven of the 36 schools in San
Mateo County have such three-to-five year technology plans in place.

5.

Applying for and receiving federal Title I funds that cover some of the costs for online
programs for remedial help for students.

6. Attempting to set up a virtual Mandarin class. One high-school, which cannot justify the
cost of Mandarin for five students, is working with another school to access its Mandarin
class via virtual classroom technology.
7. Providing some online resources for teachers to access from the County Office of
Education website.
However, the Grand Jury also found that:
1. Online learning is available, but not widely used, in the classroom for supplementary
course work, remedial work, advanced placement, and special education. (Examples of
online programs used by various districts within the county can be seen in appendix 2.)
2. One school district had an arrangement with the University of California which provided
free online services, especially for advanced college credit, but in 2005, funding for that
program stopped. Thirty to forty students used the program.
3. At least one school district does not have the staffing or equipment to support web-based
systems.
4. Some schools provide online computer rooms, in which a teacher or credentialed staff
oversees the students and helps, as necessary.
5. The San Mateo County Office of Education does not provide web-based infrastructure or
support to the school districts. Teachers and administrators from county school districts
look to other counties for web-based training opportunities, and curriculum.
6. One middle school which believes a group of eighth- grade students would benefit from
studying geometry postponed a decision to offer geometry, and did not consider the
online learning option.
7. None of the county school districts, to the Grand Jury’s knowledge, use virtual
classrooms to teach foreign languages, especially those for those languages such as
Mandarin, Latin, Japanese, and Arabic in which qualified teachers are difficult to find.

Conclusions
Online and virtual classroom learning may be cost-effective methods for enhancing and
expanding the educational system and the education students receive. The limited number of
teachers and the excellent online and virtual classroom programs now available demands that
new methods and tools for teaching be utilized, and a new vision of education be cultivated.
Some San Mateo County school districts experience a shortage of teachers, especially qualified
math, science and/ or foreign language teachers.
Neither the school districts in San Mateo County nor the County Office of Education are focused
on virtual schools or online programs as a solution to the teacher shortage problem in math,
science and foreign language. As a result, students in the district are being deprived of the
expertise developed in web-based programming and the opportunity to take foreign language and
other courses.
Funds may have to be diverted from other programs to cover the startup costs associated with
establishing web-based learning programs. Another source of funds may be from No Child Left
Behind technology grants.
There are successful web-based programs available to study and emulate, and there is expertise
available in Silicon Valley to help set up technological infrastructure.
In the short-term, with the availability of web-based courses, there is no longer an excuse for
schools to have under-qualified teachers teaching any course. There is no excuse for science to
be overlooked in elementary schools, and there is no excuse for schools to restrict language
choice.

Recommendations
The 2007-2008 San Mateo County Civil Grand Jury recommends that:
1.

The boards of trustees for the 23 school districts in San Mateo County instruct their
administrators to:
a. Use online and virtual learning programs to expand the curriculum, e.g. for the
teaching of foreign languages, Advanced Placement programs, and remedial and
special education programs.
b. Use online and virtual learning programs for math, science and other core area
subjects where a fully qualified teacher is not available.
c. Increase teacher training to make better use of web-based resources.
d. Seek out volunteers or non-credentialed monitors to reduce the cost of operating
computer labs.

2.

The County Superintendent of Schools:
a. Provide more professional development for teachers to enable them to better
utilize technological resources.
b. Provide leadership, as necessary, to provide cost-effective resources for online
and virtual classroom learning.

3.

The County Board of Education:
a. Work with the County Superintendent of Schools to achieve the aforementioned
goals.
b. Adopt a policy that supports online and virtual classroom learning in San Mateo
County schools.

Appendix 1
Effectiveness of online learning
Information on the effectiveness of online and virtual learning programs is becoming more
available as web-based-education tools become more prevalent in K-12 schools. According to
the National Primer On K-12 Online Learning: “On average, students seem to perform equally
well or better academically in online [and virtual classroom] learning.” 12
A comparison of Advanced-Placement exam data from three online [and virtual classroom]
programs (Apex, Florida Virtual Schools, and Virtual High School), with the national average of
all students taking AP exams shows that results for online [and virtual classroom] programs all
exceed the national average. (See Figure 1)
Figure 1

12

North American Council for Online Learning, http://www.nacol.org/docs/national_report.pdf

In a report on the effectiveness of online [and virtual classroom] learning programs in Florida, 13
students were measured against themselves. The final grades of Florida Virtual School (FLVS)
students were compiled for the 2005-06 school year. These were compared with the grades that
those same students had earned in that subject area the year before at a traditional public high
school. The findings were that FLVS students earned higher grades in their online [and virtual
classroom] courses than they had earned in courses in that same subject area in the traditional
public school setting (as depicted in Figure 2)
Figure 2

In another analysis, the grades earned in high school subjects taken by students via FLVS were
compared against grades earned in the same subjects by students in the traditional public high
school setting. A letter grade to numeric grade conversion was utilized to determine these
results.
When compared with other students, FLVS high school and middle school students outperformed their traditional school counterparts in nine out of ten subject areas in the years 200405 and 2005-06. However, in 2005-06, they scored the same (not below, as they had the
previous year) in the art/visual arts area. The report also found that the dropped course rate in
the Virtual Schools was relatively high.

Cost Effectiveness of Online learning
The cost of online [and virtual classroom] learning alone and in comparison to the cost of
traditional classrooms, has recently been the focus of several studies. Some preliminary
indicators suggest that the cost of online [and virtual classroom] courses is about the same as
traditional classroom classes, especially within online programs that are relatively new and
small. These studies include:
1. The Ohio legislature has studied the cost of its eCommunity Schools, which are online
[and virtual classroom] charter schools. The Legislative Committee on Education
Oversight looked at five statewide online [and virtual classroom] schools and found that
they spent $5382 per student, compared to $7452 for students in brick and mortar charter
schools, and $8437 for students in traditional, non-charter schools. Technology made up

13

Florida Tax Watch, http://www.floridataxwatch.org/resources/pdf/110507FinalReportFLVS.pdf

28% of the spending, followed by instruction at 23%, administration at 16%, and
curriculum at 9%. The report concluded that these costs are “reasonable. 14 ”
2. An independent study commissioned by the BellSouth Foundation and executed by the
school finance consulting firm Augenblick, Palaich, and Associates (APA) found that the
“operating costs of online programs are about the same as the operating costs of a regular
brick-and-mortar school. 15 ”
3. The Southern Regional Education Board studied costs of state-led supplemental online
[and virtual classroom] programs and estimated that a small program with 1,000 onesemester student enrollments would cost $1,500,000, while a larger program with 10,000
one-semester student enrollments would cost $6,000,000, 16 indicating that cost
effectiveness increases with the number of students.
While online [and virtual classroom] programs may have some cost savings due to less
need for physical classrooms and other facilities, these savings are offset by the need for
hardware, software, and connectivity for classes, on-going technical support,
comprehensive student support, course development or licensing, and other costs,
especially while a program is in a startup phase. 17

14

Ohio Legislative Committee on Education Oversight, The Operating Costs of Ohio’s eCommunity Schools, June 2005;
retrieved from http://www.loeo.state.oh.us/reports/PreEleSecPDF/eSchools2_Web.pdf
15

Costs and Funding of Virtual Schools, Augenblick, Palaich, and Associates, October 2006, available at www.apaconsulting.net

16

Cost Guidelines for State Virtual Schools, Southern Regional Education Board, August 2006;
http://www.sreb.org/programs/EdTech/pubs/PDF/06T03_Virtual_School_Costs.pdf “

17

Ibid

Appendix 2
Examples of online learning programs used in K-12 San Mateo County Schools 18

18

•

Kurzweil Educational Systems is the leading developer of reading technology for
people with learning difficulties.

•

Renzulli Learning has the motto: “No Child Left Bored.”

•

ALEKS ( Assessment and Learning, K-12) provides a complete web based
educational environment for K-12 mathematics.

•

NovaNET is a comprehensive, on-line courseware system designed for grades 6-12.

•

EPGY (Education Program for Gifted Youth) at Stanford University provides highability students of all ages K-12 with an individualized educational experience,
optimized in both pace and content, in a variety of subjects at levels ranging from
kindergarten through advanced-undergraduate.

http://kurzweiledu.com, http://www.renzullilearning.com, http://www.aleks.com, http://www.pearsonschool.com,
http://epgy.stanford.edu/)
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August 18, 2008

Hon. Joseph C. Scott
Judge of the Superior Court
Hall of Justice
400 County Center; 2nd Floor
Redwood City, CA 94063-1655
Dear Judge Scott,
The Portola Valley School District Governing Board has received the Grand Jury’s
recommendations regarding online and virtual classroom learning and responds as follows:
1.
2.
3.

4.

The Portola Valley School District currently uses online and virtual learning
programs to expand the curriculum and anticipates continuing to do so.
All of Portola Valley’s teachers are fully qualified; however, they do use
online and virtual programs as appropriate with their students.
The Portola Valley Technology Plan places heavy emphasis upon teacher training in
the use of web-based resources. In fact, this year we have scheduled a district-wide
all day staff development session on this topic as well as monthly training sessions
during the school year.
We use para-educators to assist in monitoring our computer labs, but believe that
our students benefit from contact with individuals who have extensive training in
instructional technology. We therefore staff accordingly and plan to continue doing
so.

Thank you for the opportunity to respond regarding the Grand Jury recommendations regarding
online and virtual classroom learning.
Very truly yours,

Ray Villareal
Board President
Ormondale School

Corte Madera School

200 Shawnee Pass

4575 Alpine Road

Portola Valley, CA 94028

Portola Valley, CA 94028

August 7, 2008

Hon. Joseph C. Scott
Judge of the Superior Court
Hall of Justice
400 County Center, 2nd Floor
Redwood City, CA 94063-1655

Dear Judge Scott:
The Hillsborough City School District Board of Trustees has asked me to respond
to the Grand Jury’s report regarding Online and Virtual Classroom Learning.
Finding 1:
This finding reports that based on the studies reviewed by the Grand Jury, data
suggests students taking online courses outperform their peers. One study
compared advanced placement exams and it is believable that highly motivated
students working in a technological environment which allows the student greater
control over his or her learning process could enhance learning. Without knowing
the make up of the students in the Florida study or the selection process for
students in Florida Virtual Schools (FLVS), it is difficult to make a comment on
those results. This district supports the practice of online learning.
Finding 2:
1. This District engages in multiple staff development activities to enhance
teachers’ acquisitions of knowledge and skills in the teaching of science.
Science is taught at all grade levels for more than one hour per week. We
have Science enrichment teachers in each school.
2. All of this District’s teachers have the appropriate State credentials.
3. This District hired 3 teachers from Spain to teach Spanish to our students.
All are fully qualified and credentialed California teachers. This District
has not recruited or hired teachers elsewhere.
Finding 3:
1. The respondent agrees with this finding.
2. This District is unfamiliar with other districts’ practices in this area. This
district has on line connections in every classroom and media technology
center in the district and supervises student use with credentialed staff.
3. The respondent agrees with this finding.
4. The respondent agrees with this finding.
5. The respondent agrees with this finding.
6. The respondent agrees with this finding.
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7. The respondent agrees with this finding.
Finding 4:
1. The respondent agrees with this finding.
2. This District has no knowledge of the program referenced.
3. This District has no knowledge of the program referenced.
4. The respondent agrees with this finding.
5. This District disagrees with this statement. The SMCOE offers a portal
which allows web based access. Further, the COE provides support
through training and technological services.
6. This District has no knowledge of the program referenced. This District
offers 2 geometry classes to its 8th graders.
7. The respondent agrees with this finding.
Recommendations:
1a.) Presently, online experiences abound in this District. However, the
implication of this statement is that online experiences replace direct classroom
instruction. This District has not found that online experiences can replace direct
instruction. The most effective instruction incorporates online learning with
direct instruction. This practice is ongoing in this District.
1b.) This recommendation could be implemented if this District had a need to do
so. Presently, we have qualified teachers in all of our classes.
1c.) This recommendation is fully implemented in this District. Staff
development by in-house staff, as well as by outside experts, occurs regularly.
1d.) This District has fully implemented this practice through differentiated
staffing for the past 20 years.
2a.) This District supports this recommendation and will utilize any opportunity
presented.
2b.) This District supports this recommendation and will utilize any opportunity
presented.
3a.) This District supports this recommendation.
3b.) This District supports this recommendation.

Sincerely,

Marilyn Loushin-Miller
Superintendent, Hillsborough City School District
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August 28, 2008
Honorable Joseph C. Scott
Judge of the Superior Court
Hall of Justice
400 County Center, 2nd Floor
Redwood City, CA 94063-1655
Re: Online/Virtual Classroom Learning
Dear Judge Scott:
The Pacifica School District is in receipt of the July 14, 2008 San Mateo Civil Grand Jury
Report which contains findings and recommendations regarding Online/Virtual Classroom
Learning.
The Pacifica School District partially agrees with the findings. The first recommendation
pertains to San Mateo County school districts while the other two recommendations pertain
to the County Office of Education. The Pacifica School District submits the following in
response to the Grand Jury’s recommendations:
1. Recommendation:
The Board of Trustees for the 23 school districts in San Mateo County instruct their
administrators to
(a) Use online and virtual learning programs to expand the curriculum, e.g. for the teaching
of foreign languages, advanced placement programs, and remedial and special education
programs.
(b) Use online and virtual learning programs for math, science and other core area subjects
where a fully qualified teacher is not available.
(c) Increase teacher training to make better use of web based resources.
(d) Seek out volunteers or non-credentialed monitors to reduce the cost of operating
computer labs.

District Response:
The Pacifica School District Governing Board partially agrees with the Civil Grand Jury’s first
recommendation for the following reasons:
(a) It is staff’s experience that technology can be a great supplement to quality classroom
instruction, but technology is not a substitute for quality teaching. While the Pacifica
School District is very interested to explore the possibilities of online and virtual learning
as a means to supplement classroom instruction, the District’s primary focus has been
to hire and retain highly qualified teachers and provide a strong support system of
professional development to make them effective instructors.
(b) Staff is in agreement that teachers should receive increased training to make better use
of web based resources, but as a supplement to quality teaching and proven instructional
strategies.
(c) It is not clear how nationwide online and virtual learning programs align with California
state standards in core subjects or how virtual learning meets No Child Left Behind
requirements for highly qualified teachers.
(d) The report suggests that funds may have to be diverted from other programs to cover
start up costs. This is going to be a very difficult year to divert funds as so many
programs face cuts due to the state budget crisis.
The Pacifica School District Board of Trustees and staff will continue to implement new
technology and appropriate web-based resources to enhance learning opportunities for
students.
Sincerely,

James Lianides, Ed. D.
Superintendent
JL:sc
Cc:

Pacifica School District, Board of Trustees
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September 22, 2008

The Honorable Joseph C. Scott
Judge of the Superior Court
Hall of Justice
400 County Center, 2nd Floor
Redwood City, CA 94063-1655
Re:

Online and Virtual Classroom Learning: To Expand and Supplement Educational
Opportunities in San Mateo County Schools Report

Dear Judge Scott:
The Jefferson Union High School District Board of Trustees has asked me to respond to the
Grand Jury’s Report regarding Online and Virtual Classroom Learning: To Expand and
Supplement Educational Opportunities in San Mateo County Schools.
The Jefferson Union High School District generally supports the intent of the recommendations
of the Grand Jury found in items 1a, 1b, and 1c which encourage greater use of on-line programs,
web-based programs for all level students, virtual learning programs and generally expanded
opportunities for students. As a school district, we currently utilize programs and on-line
services which expand and support these opportunities for students. Our teachers are offered
training; many have taken advantage of these opportunities and broadened their use of resources
available through the internet. Our librarians, in particular, are tremendous resources in this area
and provide support to both teachers and students.
The district has particular concern about the recommendation found in item 1d which calls for
non-credentialed monitors to reduce the cost of operating computer labs. Using volunteers or
non-credentialed staff to supervise students in classroom or computer lab facilities without the
presence of a credentialed teacher would contravene the protocol of this district and increase the
liability exposure of the district. Further, leaving students in the supervision of volunteers or
other non-credentialed monitors could present a conflict with California law and the California
Education Code.

The Honorable Joseph C. Scott
Online and Virtual Classroom Learning
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Item Response:
The 2007-2008 San Mateo County Civil Grand Jury recommends that:
1.

The boards of the 23 school district in San Mateo County instruct their
administrators to:
a)

Use online and virtual learning programs to expand the curriculum, e.g. for the
teaching of foreign languages, Advanced Placement programs, and remedial and
special education programs.
The Jefferson Union High School District agrees with the intent of the
recommendation. The district has expanded the use of on-line web-based curriculum
in the past several years and provided remedial/tutorial opportunities for students as
well as make-up course opportunities. Web-based courses in multiple subject areas
have been provided in the same classroom under the direction of a single credentialed
teacher for courses in which too few students have requested enrollment. This has
preserved the academic opportunity for students while maintaining the fiscal and
supervisory responsibility of the district.

b)

Use online and virtual learning programs for math, science and other core area
subjects where a fully qualified teacher is not available.
The Jefferson Union High School District agrees with the intent of the
recommendation. Through not used frequently, the Jefferson Union High School
District has on occasion used on-line courses as part of the regular student schedule
when a fully qualified instructor was not available. This is not the preferred method,
but is used in the absence of a credentialed subject area teacher.

c)

Increase teacher training to make better use of web-based resources.
The Jefferson Union High School District agrees with the intent of the
recommendation. District teachers have the opportunity for staff development in
technology and web-based applications. The JUHSD Director of Technology has
presented workshops and trainings, and has generally responded to the in-service
requests of staff.

d)

Seek out volunteers or non-credentialed monitors to reduce the cost of operating
computer labs.
The Jefferson Union High School District disagrees with this recommendation.
Using volunteers or non-credentialed staff to supervise students in classroom or
computer lab facilities without the presence of a credentialed teacher would
contravene the protocol of this district and increase the liability exposure of the
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district. Further, leaving students in the supervision of volunteers or other noncredentialed monitors could present a conflict with California law and the California
Education Code. The district believes students are best served by a qualified
credentialed instructor.
If you are in need of further information, please do not hesitate to contact me at 650-550-7969.
Sincerely,

Michael J. Crilly
Superintendent

c

Board of Trustees

October 1, 2008

Honorable Joseph C. Scott
Judge of the Superior Court
Hall of Justice
400 County Center, 2nd floor
Redwood City, CA 94063-1655
Re: Online and Virtual Classroom Learning: To Expand and Supplement
Educational Opportunities in San Mateo County Schools Report
Following are responses from Cabrillo Unified School District regarding the findings,
conclusions, and recommendations from this report:

Findings
With respect to Bay Area and San Mateo County Schools, the Grand Jury found:
1. A 2007 survey of 923 Bay Area elementary schools revealed that 41% of the
teachers surveyed felt unprepared to teach science. The survey also showed that
80% of these teachers taught science--which is considered a core subject-- less
than one hour per week.
District response: While we concur with this more general finding, a 2007
science survey indicated that Cabrillo’s K-5 teachers teach science two to three
times per week, for an average of 45 minutes per session.
2. In 2006, San Mateo County schools ranked tenth worst county (out of 58
counties) in the state for teachers who have not completed the educational
requirements to become a teacher, or earned a preliminary or professional
credential.
District response: In Cabrillo, all teachers hold preliminary, intern, or clear
credentials.
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3. In San Mateo County, at least three school districts have recruited and hired
teachers from overseas to help fill in gaps in subject areas, such as science and
math and for special education classes.
They did so after recruiting
unsuccessfully in the United States--through job fairs and advertisements.
District response: We concur that filling certain “specialized” teaching positions
is becoming increasingly difficult. Cabrillo has been fortunate to fill our science,
math, and SPED positions without overseas recruiting. For SPED, we advertise in
national publications and have yet to implement overseas recruitment. Cabrillo
did hire a new mathematics teacher who was recruited by the SMFC SD via an
international process.
The Grand Jury found that in San Mateo County, some K-12 schools are doing the
following:
1. Using online learning to enhance the progress of some special education students.
District response:
District.

This finding does apply to the Cabrillo Unified School

2. Providing online computer rooms, in which a teacher or credentialed staff
oversees the students and helps, as necessary.
District response: This finding does not apply to the Cabrillo Unified School
District.
3.

Accessing postings of online programs and resources for teachers from the San
Mateo County Office of Education to help meet federal No-Child-Left Behind
grant standards issued by the state.
District response: This finding does not apply to the Cabrillo Unified School
District.

4.

Developing technology programs which makes schools eligible for No Child Left
Behind technology grants, administered by the State. Eleven of the 36 schools in
San Mateo County have such three-to-five year technology plans in place.
District response: Cabrillo Unified has a state approved five-year technology
plan, a requirement for NCLB grants, but on other criteria we only qualify for the
formula grant… not the larger competitive grant.

5.

Applying for and receiving federal Title I funds that cover some of the costs for
online programs for remedial help for students.
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District response: We concur with this strategy. Some of Cabrillo’s after school
programs have ventured into this arena with varying success.
6. Attempting to set up a virtual Mandarin class. One high-school, which cannot
justify the cost of Mandarin for five students, is working with another school to
access its Mandarin class via virtual classroom technology.
District response: This finding does not apply to the Cabrillo Unified School
District.
7. Providing some online resources for teachers to access from the County Office of
Education website.
District response: While we concur with this finding as a way to provide teachers
with additional resources, Cabrillo does not have the funding available at this
point in time to pay for the portal.
However, the Grand Jury also found that:
1. Online learning is available, but not widely used, in the classroom for
supplementary course work, remedial work, advanced placement, and special
education.
District response: We concur with this finding. Cunha Intermediate’s
Mathematics Department has used ALEKS as supplementary course work.
Professional development would need to be provided to staff members in order to
expand online learning opportunities in our classrooms.
2. One school district had an arrangement with the University of California which
provided free online services, especially for advanced college credit, but in 2005,
funding for that program stopped. Thirty to forty students used the program.
District response: We concur that this was a great resource for schools. Cabrillo
used the same UCOP system until it was discontinued.
3. At least one school district does not have the staffing or equipment to support
web-based systems.
District response: We concur with this finding. Adequate band width for online
learning, especially for communications containing videos, is a problem for
Cabrillo… geographically spread out and “over the hill”.
4. Some schools provide online computer rooms, in which a teacher or credentialed
staff oversees the students and helps, as necessary.
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District response: We concur that this is a good model, particularly for remedial,
unit capture, and HSEE preparation. Cabrillo will investigate whether a similar
can be implemented involving a cooperative effort between Alternative Education
and Half Moon Bay High School.
5. The San Mateo County Office of Education does not provide web-based
infrastructure or support to the school districts. Teachers and administrators from
county school districts look to other counties for web-based training
opportunities, and curriculum.
District response: We concur with this finding. While Cabrillo’s middle school
staff has used San Mateo’s County Office of Education numerous times for webbased training and curriculum assistance, in general, SMCOE is not wellpositioned to assist districts like ours in building capacity for online and virtual
classroom learning.
6. One middle school which believes a group of eighth- grade students would benefit
from studying geometry postponed a decision to offer geometry, and did not
consider the online learning option.
District response: We concur with this finding. However at this point in time,
Cabrillo’s middle school does not offer geometry.
7. None of the county school districts, to the Grand Jury’s knowledge, use virtual
classrooms to teach foreign languages, especially those for those languages such
as Mandarin, Latin, Japanese, and Arabic in which qualified teachers are difficult
to find.
District response: While we generally concur with this finding, Cabrillo has used
virtual classrooms to provide upper level Spanish language courses to qualified
students.
Conclusions
“Online and virtual classroom learning may be cost-effective methods for enhancing and
expanding the educational system and the education students receive. The limited
number of teachers and the excellent online and virtual classroom programs now
available demands that new methods and tools for teaching be utilized, and a new vision
of education be cultivated.”
District response: The extent to which an online classroom is cost-effective is based on a
number of factors—not the least of which is the state of a district’s infrastructure
(including labs and networks). A single, stand-alone virtual learning lab setting—staffed
by a “highly qualified” and certificated staff member serving 30 students—would
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actually cost more to operate than a traditional classroom when you factor in on-line
registration fees and equipment costs. We see the greatest advantage as being one of
offering students highly specialized programs that could not be provided in a typical
master schedule offered on a comprehensive high school setting.
“Some San Mateo County school districts experience a shortage of teachers, especially
qualified math, science and/ or foreign language teachers.”
District response: While we generally concur with this finding, this conclusion also
suggests a related challenge—finding online programs that are CA standards-based and
taught by a teacher deemed to be “highly qualified” under current Federal rules and
guidelines.
“Neither the school districts in San Mateo County nor the County Office of Education are
focused on virtual schools or online programs as a solution to the teacher shortage
problem in math, science and foreign language. As a result, students in the district are
being deprived of the expertise developed in web-based programming and the
opportunity to take foreign language and other courses.”
District response: While we generally concur with this finding, we remain concerned by
the extent to which online courses are 1) taught by instructors deemed NCLB highly
qualified and 2) aligned with approved state standards. Still another issue is the extent to
which both the material covered and assessment strategies/grading systems are consistent
with District practice.
Funds may have to be diverted from other programs to cover the startup costs associated
with establishing web-based learning programs. Another source of funds may be from
No Child Left Behind technology grants.
District response: We respectfully disagree with this finding. We are a revenue-limit
district… and in a budget-reduction mode. Current EETT formula grant funding levels
are minimal. Possible future funding sources might come from the state (some sort of
next generation “Digital High School” grants) or from a local parcel tax measure. The
notion of “diverting from other programs” is not feasible at this time.
There are successful web-based programs available to study and emulate, and there is
expertise available in Silicon Valley to help set up technological infrastructure.
District response: We concur with this finding. Expertise would be a big help… but
funding remains a larger roadblock.
In the short-term, with the availability of web-based courses, there is no longer an excuse
for schools to have under-qualified teachers teaching any course. There is no excuse for
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science to be overlooked in elementary schools, and there is no excuse for schools to
restrict language choice.
District response: We concur with this finding with the reservations noted.
Recommendations
The 2007-2008 San Mateo County Civil Grand Jury recommends that:
1.

The boards of trustees for the 23 school districts in San Mateo County instruct
their administrators to:
a. Use online and virtual learning programs to expand the curriculum, e.g.
for the teaching of foreign languages, Advanced Placement programs, and
remedial and special education programs.
District response: We concur with this recommendation with the reservations
noted above. A good first step for our District would be to draft and adopt a
board policy governing future online and virtual learning opportunities.
b. Use online and virtual learning programs for math, science and other core
area subjects where a fully qualified teacher is not available.
District response: We concur with this recommendation.
c. Increase teacher training to make better use of web-based resources.
District response: We concur with this recommendation.
d. Seek out volunteers or non-credentialed monitors to reduce the cost of
operating computer labs.
District response: While we concur that such an action could reduce the cost
of operating computer labs we believe that such an action would pose serious
contractual issues with our classified and certificated employee associations.
This is another example of a “sounds good in concept” recommendation that
may be challenging to implement.

2.

The County Superintendent of Schools:
a. Provide more professional development for teachers to enable them to
better utilize technological resources.
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District response: We concur with this recommendation.
b. Provide leadership, as necessary, to provide cost-effective resources for
online and virtual classroom learning.
District response: We concur with this recommendation.
3.

The County Board of Education:
a. Work with the County Superintendent of Schools to achieve the
aforementioned goals.
District response: We concur with this recommendation.
b. Adopt a policy that supports online and virtual classroom learning in San
Mateo County schools.
District response: We concur with this recommendation and encourage the
policy-building process to occur in such a manner that similar and supportive
policies are also adopted by individual San Mateo County school districts.

Respondent for the Cabrillo Unified School District:

Elizabeth Schuck, Ed.D.
Assistant Superintendent, Curriculum and Instruction

September 25, 2008
Honorable Joseph C. Scott
Judge of the Superior Court
Hall of Justice
2nd Floor
400 County Center
Redwood City, CA 94063-1655
Re: Response to the 2007-2008 Grand Jury Report
Online and Virtual Classroom Learning: To Expand and Supplement Educational
Opportunities in San Mateo County Schools Report
Our responses appear below each Finding or Recommendation.
Responses to the Grand Jury’s Findings
Please note that we have renumbered the Findings to keep them organized as a single list.
1)

A 2007 survey of 923 Bay Area elementary schools revealed that 41% of the teachers
surveyed felt unprepared to teach science. The survey also showed that 80% of these
teachers taught science--which is considered a core subject--less than one hour per week.
Response:

2)

We neither agree nor disagree with the finding because we have no
independent knowledge of the Bay Area situation upon which the finding
is based. However, in our own district, our sense is that far fewer of our
teachers feel unprepared to teach science. In addition, our curriculum calls
has initiated a major initiative in the training and support of science
instruction.

In 2006, San Mateo County schools ranked tenth worst county (out of 58 counties) in the
state for teachers who have not completed the educational requirements to become a
teacher, or earned a preliminary or professional credential
Response:

We neither agree nor disagree with the finding because we have no
independent knowledge of the statewide situation upon which the finding
is based. However, in our own district, all of our teaching staff have
completed the educational requirements to become a teacher, and hold a
professional credential.

Response from the San Carlos School District to the 2007-2008 Grand Jury Findings and
Recommendations

3)

In San Mateo County, at least three school districts have recruited and hired teachers from
overseas to help fill in gaps in subject areas, such as science and math and for special
education classes. They did so after recruiting unsuccessfully in the United States--through
job fairs and advertisements.
Response:

4)

We neither agree nor disagree with the finding because we have no
independent knowledge of the statewide situation upon which the finding
is based. However, in our own district, we have not, in recent memory,
recruited or hired teachers from overseas. We are also unsure as to why
the country of origin of a teacher, if she or he is otherwise fully qualified
for a position, is relevant to a hiring decision.

The Grand Jury found that in San Mateo County, some K-12 schools are doing the
following:
a.

Using online learning to enhance the progress of some special education students.
Response:

b.

Providing online computer rooms, in which a teacher or credentialed staff oversees the
students and helps, as necessary.
Response:

c.

This district makes use of this program as provided by S.M.O.E.

Developing technology programs which makes schools eligible for No Child Left
Behind technology grants, administered by the State. Eleven of the 36 schools in San
Mateo County have such three-to-five year technology plans in place.
Response:

e.

Our AVID middle school program uses computers in a classroom
environment, overseen by a teacher. However, the room is not a
dedicated online computer room.

Accessing postings of online programs and resources for teachers from the San Mateo
County Office of Education to help meet federal No-Child-Left Behind grant standards
issued by the state.
Response:

d.

We use online learning to support some students within our AVID
middle school program, as one component of a comprehensive
program.

We have not developed technology programs in order to apply for No
Child Left Behind technology grants. However, we have had, for
years, a plan to incorporate technology into our educational process.
We are currently in the process of updating our technology plan.

Applying for and receiving federal Title I funds that cover some of the costs for online
programs for remedial help for students.
Response:

We have not made such applications .
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f.

Attempting to set up a virtual Mandarin class. One high school, which cannot justify
the cost of Mandarin for five students, is working with another school to access its
Mandarin class via virtual classroom technology.
Response:

g.

Providing some online resources for teachers to access from the County Office of
Education website.
Response:

5)

Our classrooms are all wired, and also generally accessible from a wireless
network. In addition, our network infrastructure is capable of supporting
web-based systems.

Some schools provide online computer rooms, in which a teacher or credentialed staff
oversees the students and helps, as necessary.
Response:

9)

We neither agree nor disagree with the finding because we have no
independent knowledge of the situation upon which the finding is based.

At least one school district does not have the staffing or equipment to support web-based
systems.
Response:

8)

We utilize online learning, in limited settings, when and where it is
appropriate. We believe that the overwhelming majority of K-8 students
learn best when interacting with a trained teacher, or other adult working
under the close supervision of a trained teacher.

One school district had an arrangement with the University of California which provided
free online services, especially for advanced college credit, but in 2005, funding for that
program stopped. Thirty to forty students used the program.
Response:

7)

We provide these resources to our teachers through links on our
website as well as through the S.M.O.E. portal.

Online learning is available, but not widely used, in the classroom for supplementary course
work, remedial work, advanced placement, and special education. (Examples of online
programs used by various districts within the county can be seen in appendix 2.)
Response:

6)

We have not pursued this type of opportunity, for Mandarin or any
other subject.

We have computer labs at all of our schools, but these are used for
teaching lessons involving the use of technology, not exclusively for
online learning.

The San Mateo County Office of Education does not provide web-based infrastructure or
support to the school districts. Teachers and administrators from county school districts
look to other counties for web-based training opportunities, and curriculum.
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Response:

We neither agree nor disagree with the finding because we have no
independent knowledge of the situation upon which the finding is based.

10) One middle school which believes a group of eighth- grade students would benefit from
studying geometry postponed a decision to offer geometry, and did not consider the online
learning option.
Response:

We neither agree nor disagree with the finding because we have no
independent knowledge of the situation upon which the finding is based.
In our own district, both of our middle schools offer geometry to selected
middle school students.

11) None of the county school districts, to the Grand Jury's knowledge, use virtual classrooms
to teach foreign languages, especially those for those languages such as Mandarin, Latin,
Japanese, and Arabic in which qualified teachers are difficult to find.
Response:

We neither agree nor disagree with the finding because we have no
independent knowledge of the situation upon which the finding is based.
In our own district, virtual classrooms do not play a part in our foreign
language program.

Responses to the Grand Jury’s Recommendations
1.

The boards of trustees for the 23 school districts in San Mateo County [should] instruct their
administrators to:
a.

Use online and virtual learning programs to expand the curriculum, e.g. for the
teaching of foreign languages, Advanced Placement programs, and remedial and
special education programs.
Response:

Our board encourages our administrators to stay on top of new
findings on how to educate children, and to bring ideas forward for
implementing new approaches when we deem them appropriate.
While we believe online and virtual learning programs may be able to
provide value in education, we do not believe that mandates to
introduce particular teaching methodologies or technologies is a
useful approach.
In addition, we also believe that, for the K-8 age group, students learn
best when interacting with a trained teacher, or an adult working
under the close supervision of a trained teacher. However, we do
support the flexible application of online and virtual learning
programs to situations where such programs can provide benefits to
students.

Page 4

Response from the San Carlos School District to the 2007-2008 Grand Jury Findings and
Recommendations

b.

Use online and virtual learning programs for math, science and other core area subjects
where a fully qualified teacher is not available.
Response:

c.

Increase teacher training to make better use of web-based resources.
Response:

d.

We have utilized this concept for years in our district.

The County Superintendent of Schools [should]:
a.

Provide more professional development for teachers to enable them to better utilize
technological resources.
Response:

b.

We support this concept. However, we believe such an effort should
reflect an integrated approach that looks at all aspects of professional
development, not just technology utilization.

Provide leadership, as necessary, to provide cost-effective resources for online and
virtual classroom learning.
Response:

3.

As part of our ongoing professional development effort we continue
to train teachers in the availability of web-based resources that they
can use in their classrooms. We also encourage teachers to identify
such resources themselves, and to share them with their colleagues.

Seek out volunteers or non-credentialed monitors to reduce the cost of operating
computer labs.
Response:

2.

We do not believe that mandates to introduce particular teaching
methodologies or technologies is a useful approach. In cases where
no fully-qualified teacher is available we could see online and virtual
learning programs playing a role. However, if the hypothesized
situation were to occur in our district, we would work long and hard
as a governance team to understand why no suitable teacher could be
found, and work to improve conditions so as to increase the pool of
fully-qualified candidates. In other words, in the hypothesized
situation we would see online and virtual learning as stopgaps rather
than long-term solutions.

We support this concept. However, we believe such an effort should
reflect an integrated approach to supporting the educational needs of
the County’s districts, not just online and virtual classroom learning.

The County Board of Education [should]:
a.

Work with the County Superintendent of Schools to achieve the aforementioned goals.
Response:

We believe the County Board should work with the County
Superintendent on improving the educational opportunities offered to
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all the students in the county, not just on goals specifically targeting
online and virtual learning.
b.

Adopt a policy that supports online and virtual classroom learning in San Mateo
County schools.
Response:

We believe educational policies should always focus on what’s best
for students. We support this particular recommendation, provided
the policy focuses on using online and virtual classroom learning to
improve educational opportunities and outcomes, not online and
virtual classroom learning per se.

Board of Trustees, San Carlos School District

Sincerely,

Steven G. Mitrovich
Superintendent
San Carlos School District

Page 6

Millbrae School District
555 Richmond Drive, Millbrae, CA 94030
650-697-5693 ●

650-697-6865 (fax) ● http://www.MillbraeSchoolDistrict.org

SHIRLEY MARTIN

NANCY PALMER

SHARON DE BIAGIO

BRIAN INGLESBY

Superintendent

Chief Business Official

Director of Curriculum

Director of Student Services

September 16, 2008

Hon. Joseph C. Scott
Judge of the Superior Court
Hall of Justice
400 County Center, 2nd Floor
Redwood City, CA 94063-1655
Dear Judge Scott:
The Millbrae School District is in receipt of the 2007-2008 Grand Jury report entitled “Online and Virtual
Classroom Learning: To Expand and Supplement Educational Opportunities in San Mateo Schools
Report.”
Millbrae School District agrees there is a shortage of elementary school teachers qualified in science,
math and foreign language.
Also, Millbrae School District agrees that online and virtual classroom learning may be cost effective.
We are not familiar as to whether the County Office and other school districts are focused on online or
virtual schools, but we are aware we are not focused on online or virtual schools.
As to diverting funds, with the budget problems we are experiencing, it would be difficult to divert some of
these funds for online or virtual schools.
There may well be successful web-based programs available and there probably is expertise available in
Silicon Valley. Whether successful web-based programs are available or not, there is no excuse to have
underqualified teachers teaching any courses or to overlook science.
These issues as well as restricting language choice are issues often affected or controlled by budget.
As to the Grand Jury recommendations, the Millbrae School District has qualified math and science
teachers. As to foreign language we offer Spanish, if more money was available and it was a high enough
priority we would offer additional languages.
Sincerely,

Shirley Martin
Superintendent

SM/edm

FRANK BARBARO

BOARD OF TRUSTEES
MARJORY LUXENBERG JOHN J. LYNCH ROBERT N. MILLER
An Equal Opportunity Employer

CAROLINE SHEA

REDWOOD CITY SCHOOL DISTRICT
750 Bradford Street • Redwood City • CA 94063 (650) 423-2200 FAX: (650) 423-2204
Board of Education
Shelly Masur, President
Maria Diaz-Slocum, Vice President
Dennis McBride, Clerk
Alisa MacAvoy
Hilary Paulson

Superintendent
Jan Christensen

October 2, 2008

Honorable Joseph C. Scott
Judge of the Superior Court
400 County Center, Second Floor
Redwood City, CA 94063-1655
Dear Judge Scott:
The Redwood City School District received the Grand Jury report dated July 14, 2008 on
“Online and Virtual Classroom Learning: to Expand and Supplement Educational Opportunities
in San Mateo County Schools.”
The District agrees with the Grand Jury’s findings. As requested, attached please find
information on how the District’s implements the action.
If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me at (650) 423-2230.
Sincerely,

Jan Christensen
Superintendent
JC:jo
08.43
Attachment

San Mateo Union High School District
David Miller, Ph.D., Superintendent
Elizabeth McManus, Deputy Supt. Business Services
Matthew Biggar, Associate Supt. Instructional Services
Kirk Black, Associate Supt. Human Resources & Admin. Services
650 North Delaware Street
San Mateo, CA 94401-1795
(650) 558-2299
(650) 762-0249 FAX

October 3, 2008

Hon. Joseph C. Scott
Judge of the Superior Court
Hall of Justice
400 County Center; 2nd Floor
Redwood City, CA 94063-1655
San Mateo Union High School District Response to Grand Jury Report of July 10: Online and Virtual
Classroom Learning: To Expand and Supplement Educational Opportunities in San Mateo County
Schools Report
I. Grand Jury Findings
With respect to Bay Area and San Mateo County Schools, the Grand Jury found:
1. A 2007 survey of 923 Bay Area elementary schools revealed that 41 percent of the teachers surveyed felt
unprepared to teach science. The survey also showed that 80 percent of these teachers taught science-which is
considered a core subject – less than on hour per week.
We are unable to comment on this finding, since we are a high school district.
2. In 2006, San Mateo County schools ranked as the tenth worst county (out of 58 counties) in the State for
teachers who have not completed the educational requirements to become a teacher, or earned a preliminary or
professional credential.
While we do not dispute the finding for the County, we disagree with the finding for our school district. In
2007-08, 99 percent of our core academic teachers were designated ‘Highly Qualified’ using the Federal criteria
of the No Child Left Behind Act.
3. In San Mateo County, at least three school districts have recruited and hired teachers from overseas to help
fill in gaps in subject areas, such as science and math for special education classes. They did so after
recruiting unsuccessfully in the United States – through job fairs and advertisements.
While we do not dispute the finding for the County, we disagree with the finding for our school district. We
have not recruited for teachers from overseas.

Adult School - Aragon - Burlingame - Capuchino - Hillsdale - Middle College - Mills - Peninsula - San Mateo
An Equal Opportunity Employer
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The Grand Jury found that in San Mateo County, some K-12 schools are doing the following:
1. Using online learning to enhance the progress of some special education students.
We agree with the finding.
2. Providing online computer rooms, in which a teacher or credentialed staff oversee the students and helps, as
necessary.
We agree with the finding.
3. Accessing postings of online programs and resources for teachers from the San Mateo County Office of
Education to help meet federal No Child Left Behind grant standards issued by the State.
We are unable to comment on this finding, as we are not aware of the use of these specific online programs and
resources.
4. Developing technology programs which makes schools eligible for No Child Left Behind technology grants,
administered by the State. Eleven of the thirty-six schools in San Mateo County have such three-to-five year
technology plans in place.
We agree with the finding.
5. Applying for and receiving federal Title I funds that cover some of the costs for online programs for remedial
help for students.
We agree with the finding.
6. Attempting to set up a virtual Mandarin class. One high school, which cannot justify the cost of Mandarin
for five students, is working with another school to access its Mandarin class via virtual classroom technology.
We agree with the finding.
7. Providing some online resources for teachers to access from the County Office of Education website.
We agree with the finding.
However, the Grand Jury also found that:
1. Online learning is available, but not widely used, in the classroom for supplementary course work, remedial
work, advanced placement, and Special Education. (Examples of online programs used by various districts
within the county can be seen in appendix 2.)
We partially disagree with the finding. In our response to the Grand Jury recommendations, we have listed a
number of online learning opportunities available to students in these programs in our district.
2. One school district had an arrangement with the University of California which provided free online
services, especially for advanced college credit, but in 2005, funding for that program stopped. Thirty-to-forty
students used the program.
We cannot comment as we do not have knowledge of this district’s arrangement.
3. At least one school district does not have the staffing or equipment to support web-based systems.
We cannot comment as we do not have knowledge of this district’s arrangement. In our district, we do have
staffing and equipment to support our web-based systems.
4. Some schools provide online computer rooms, in which a teacher or credentialed staff oversee the students
and help, as necessary.
We agree with the finding.

San Mateo Union High School District
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5. The San Mateo County Office of Education does not provide web-based infrastructure or support to the
school districts. Teachers and administrators from county school districts look to other counties for web-based
training opportunities and curriculum.
We partially disagree with the finding. The San Mateo County Office of Education has provided for some of
our web-based needs, including our primary connection to the Internet.
6. One middle school which believes a group of eighth grade students would benefit from studying geometry
postponed a decision to offer geometry and did not consider the online learning option.
We cannot comment as we do not have knowledge of this district’s decision.
7. None of the county school districts, to the Grand Jury’s knowledge, use virtual classrooms to teach foreign
languages, especially those for those languages such as Mandarin, Latin, Japanese, and Arabic in which
qualified teachers are difficult to find.
We agree with the finding.

II. Grand Jury Recommendations
The San Mateo Union High School District Board of Trustees has instructed its administrators to:
a. Use online and virtual learning programs to expand the curriculum, e.g. for the teaching of foreign
languages, Advanced Placement programs, and remedial and Special Education programs.
This recommendation has been implemented. Teachers and students use a variety of online and virtual learning
programs for teaching and learning in these designated areas. In Foreign Language, G-mail and other online
correspondence are used with students overseas. In Special Education and remedial programs, students use
Dragon Drop, Text-Zoom, Kurzweil Educational Systems and Interactive Novel for reading development and
tools like Co-Writer for writing development. We also use PLATO leaning network for reading remediation
and high school exit exam practice. Students also use online curriculum provided by textbook publishers with
links to additional web-based resources in most every subject area. Special Education teachers and instructional
aides use the Gene Connection and Virtual Cell to assist students in Biology. A variety of other online
programs are used in Special Education including Quia for speech and language, HotMath.com, online grammar
programs, ‘Hands on Algebra’, Edhelper.com, and many other websites that host online and virtual learning
programs. In Technology Arts, students use Animation-Acme and Zettl's Video Basics. As a district, we will
continue to explore and incorporate online and virtual learning programs where it will enhance and support
learning for students. Our district has a certificated Technology Coordinator at every school site, supported by
a District Technology Council, who leads and supports technology as a tool for instruction.
b. Use online and virtual learning programs for math, science and other core area subjects where a fullyqualified teacher is not available.
This recommendation has been implemented. In 2007-08, 99 percent of our core academic teachers were
designated ‘Highly Qualified’ using federal criteria of the No Child Left Behind Act. Therefore, we have very
few sections where a core academic subject is taught by a teacher who is not fully-qualified. Nonetheless, we
offer a variety of online and virtual learning programs in math, science and other core area subjects. In addition
to programs listed under recommendation ‘a’, we use Geometry Sketch Pad and Fathom in Math. In Social
Science, we use library databases listed below and the Library of Congress online resources and online news
programs. In Science, we use a variety of web-based learning tools that simulate science such as Gene
Connection and Virtual Cell to assist students in Biology. For multiple disciplines, we have student and staff
accessible databases in our library including Facts.com, Encyclopedia Britannica Online, Infotrac, World Book
and Web Feet.
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c. Increase teacher training to make better use of web-based resources.
This recommendation has been implemented. Teachers are trained on web-based resources during professional
development days, collaboration and meeting times and after-school sessions. Each school technology
coordinator is also available on an ongoing one-on-one or small group basis to conduct trainings in regards to
web-based resources. Recently, we held trainings on web-based resources including AERIES (online student
information system), School Loop (online learning community for teachers, students and parents), Google Apps
(a variety of applications to assist student learning), Wikis (online learning tool), Naviance (a web-based
resource to develop student four-year high school plans and to assist with applying to college), YouTube and
online library resources. Teachers are encouraged to pursue their continuing education units through
technology classes such as those offered by the Center for Innovation LINC Program. The District provides a
variety of resources including a Wiki web site that provides information on district technology support which
features links to EdTech Resources, Google for Educators, Learning with Web 2.0, and Digital Citizenship.
d. Seek out volunteers or non-credentialed monitors to reduce the cost of operating computer labs.
This recommendation has been implemented. We have some non-credentialed computer lab monitors in our
schools. We also utilize parent volunteers to help monitor computer labs.
Sincerely,

David Miller, Ph.D.
Superintendent and Secretary to the
Board of Trustees

LA HONDA-PESCADERO UNIFIED SCHOOL DISTRICT
P.O. Box 189 • 620 North Street, Pescadero, CA 94060
650-879-0286 • FAX 650-879-0816
Timothy A. Beard, Superintendent

October 8, 2008
Honorable Joseph C. Scott
Judge of the Superior Court
Hall of Justice
400 County Center, 2nd Floor
Redwood City, CA 94063-1655
RE:

Grand Jury Report on Online and Virtual Classroom Learning

Hon. Judge Scott:
This letter is in reference to the 2007-08 County Grand Jury report on Online and Virtual Classroom
Learning. La Honda-Pescadero Unified School District has considered the Grand Jury’s findings and
submits this letter in response to the recommendations to school districts in the County.
Recommendation:
The Board of Trustees for the 23 school districts in San Mateo County instruct their
administrators to:
a. Use online and virtual learning programs to expand the curriculum, e.g. for the teaching of
foreign languages, advanced placement programs, and remedial and special education programs.
b. Use online and virtual learning programs for math, science and other core area subjects where a
fully qualified teacher is not available.
c. Increase teacher training to make better use of web-based resources.
d. Seek out volunteers or non-credentialed monitors to reduce the cost of operating computer labs.
District Response:
a. La Honda-Pescadero Unified School District agrees with the Civil Grand Jury’s conclusion that
technology can supplement classroom instruction. This is especially true in AP classes. However,
technology cannot fill all the curriculum and instructional needs of our student population,
particularly remedial and Special Education students who benefit from the personal attention of
highly qualified teachers.
b. Our district will continue to explore the possibilities of online and virtual learning as a means to
supplement classroom instruction and enhance learning opportunities for students.
c. We agree that teachers should receive increased training to make better use of web based
resources.
d. We will continue to seek out volunteers to supplement the operation of computer labs. However,
the limitations of volunteers in terms of quality and consistency make this a supplemental
solution at best.

Sincerely,

Timothy A. Beard,
District Superintendent

REVISED 10/23/08
South San Francisco Unified School District
Response to San Mateo County Grand Jury Report
Online and Virtual Classroom Learning: To Expand and Supplement Educational
Opportunities in San Mateo County Schools Report

With respect to Bay Area and San Mateo County Schools, the Grand Jury found:
Finding 1:
A 2007 survey of 923 Bay Area elementary schools revealed that 41% of the teachers surveyed
felt unprepared to teach science. The survey also showed that 80% of these teachers taught
science—which is considered a core subject—less than one hour per week.
SSFUSD Response: South San Francisco Unified School District is a K-12 district. All
our secondary teachers are fully prepared to teach science and teach the subject one
hour per day. At the elementary level, this finding may be accurate.
Finding 2:
In 2006, San Mateo County schools ranked tenth worst county (out of 58 counties) in the state
for teachers who have not completed the educational requirements to become a teacher, or
earned a preliminary for professional credential.
SSFUSD Response: In South San Francisco Unified School District all our teachers are
fully qualified.
Finding 3:
In San Mateo County, at least three school districts have recruited and hired teachers from
overseas to help fill in gaps in subject areas, such as science and math and for special
education classes. They did so after recruiting unsuccessfully in the United States—through
job fairs and advertisements.
SSFUSD Response: This district does not recruit from overseas and generally does not
hire from overseas.
With respect to Bay Area and San Mateo County Schools, the Grand Jury found:
Finding 1:
Using online learning to enhance the progress of some special education students.
SSFUSD Response: Agrees with this finding.
Finding 2:
Providing online computer rooms, in which a teacher or credentialed staff oversees the students
and helps, as necessary.
SSFUSD Response: Agrees with this finding.
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Finding 3:
Accessing postings of online programs and resources for teachers from the San Mateo County
Office of Education to help meet federal No-Child-Left Behind grant standards issued by the
state.
SSFUSD Response: Agrees with this finding.
Finding 4:
Developing technology programs which makes schools eligible for No-Child-Left Behind
technology grants, administered by the State. Eleven of the 36 schools in San Mateo County
have such three-to-five year technology plans in place.
SSFUSD Response: South San Francisco Unified School District has no knowledge of
other districts. SSFUSD has a 5-year technology plan in place. This plan will be revised
in 2009.
Finding 5:
Applying for and receiving federal Title I funds that cover some of the costs for online programs
for remedial help for students.
SSFUSD Response: Agrees with this finding.
Finding 6:
Attempting to set up a virtual Mandarin class. One high school, which cannot justify the cost of
Mandarin for five students, is working with another school to access its Mandarin class via
virtual classroom technology.
SSFUSD Response: South San Francisco Unified School District has no knowledge of
this finding.
Finding 7:
Providing some online resources for teachers to access from the County Office of Education
website.
SSFUSD Response: Agrees with this finding.
However, the Grand Jury also found that:
Finding 1:
Online learning is available, but not widely used, in the classroom for supplementary course
work, remedial work, advanced placement, and special education.
SSFUSD Response: Agrees with this finding.
Finding 2:
One school district had an arrangement with the University of California which provided free
online services, especially for advanced college credit, but in 2005, funding for that program
stopped. Thirty to forty students used the program.
SSFUSD Response: South San Francisco Unified School District has no knowledge of
this program.
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Finding 3:
At least one school district does not have the staffing or equipment to support web-based
systems.
SSUSD Response: South San Francisco Unified School District has no knowledge of this
issue.
Finding 4:
Some schools provide online computer rooms, in which a teacher or credentialed staff oversees
the students and helps, as necessary.
SSUSD Response: Agrees with this finding.
Finding 5:
The San Mateo County Office of Education does not provide web-based infrastructure or
support to the school districts. Teachers and administrators from county school districts look to
other countries for web-based training opportunities, and curriculum.
SSUSD Response: Disagrees with this statement.
Finding 6:
One middle school which believes a group of eighth-grade students would benefit from studying
geometry postponed a decision to offer geometry, and did not consider the online learning
options.
SSUSD Response: South San Francisco Unified School District has no knowledge of this
issue. South San Francisco Unified School District provides a program for eighth-grade
students who would benefit from taking geometry as eighth graders.
Finding 7:
None of the county school districts, to the Grand Jury’s knowledge, use virtual classrooms to
teach for eight languages, especially those languages such as Mandarin, Latin, Japanese, and
Arabic in which qualified teachers are difficult to find.
SSUSD Response: South San Francisco Unified School District has no knowledge of this
issue.

Recommendation 1:
The boards of trustees for the 23 school districts in San Mateo County instruct their
administrators to:
a. Use online and virtual learning programs to expand the curriculum, e.g. for the
teaching of foreign languages, Advanced Placement programs, and remedial
land special education programs.
SSFUSD Response: South San Francisco Unified School District currently
uses online programs to expand the curriculum.
b. Use online and virtual learning programs for math, science and other core area
subjects where a fully qualified teacher is not available.
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SSFUSD Response: All South San Francisco Unified School District
teachers are fully qualified; however, online programs are used when
appropriate.
c. Increase teacher training to make better use of web-based resources.
SSFUSD Response:
South San Francisco Unified School District
technology plan and EETT grant resources places heavy emphasis on
teacher training.
d. Seek out volunteers or non-credentialed monitors to reduce the cost of operating
computer labs.
SSFUSD Response: South San Francisco Unified School District uses noncredentialed and credentialed employees to monitor computer labs.
However, more attention needs to be given to this area.
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San Mateo-Foster City School District

October 13, 2008

Superior Court of San Mateo County
Hon. Joseph C. Scott
Judge of the Superior Court
Hall of Justice
400 County Center, 2nd Floor
Redwood City, CA 94063-1655

Re: Online and Virtual Classroom Learning: To Expand and Supplement
Opportunities in San Mateo County School Reports

Dear Judge Scott,
The San Mateo-Foster City School District Governing Board received the Grand
Jury’s recommendations regarding online and virtual classroom learning on July 14, 2008.
The San Mateo-Foster City School District agrees with most of the findings of the Grand
Jury and disagrees with others. Our responses are as follows:
Board of Trustees:
Jack E. Coyne, Jr.
Mark D. Hudak
Lory Lorimer Lawson
Cathy Rincon
Colleen Sullivan

Superintendent:
Pendery A. Clark, Ed.D.

1170 Chess Drive
Foster City, CA 94404
(650) 312-7700
FAX (650) 312-7779
www.smfc.k.12.ca.us

RESPONSES TO THE RECOMMENDATIONS:
1. San Mateo-Foster City School District continues to increase our use of online and virtual
learning and the expansion of educational technology.
2. The San Mateo- Foster City School District emphasizes the necessity of integrating
technology into our education programs and instruction. A high level of professional
development is provided teachers on an ongoing basis in this area for accessing student
data and the use of technology as an instructional tool.
3. San Mateo-Foster City has highly qualified teachers. We are No Child Left Behind
Compliant. We encourage teachers to improve their individual professional development
growth through both online and off-line courses.

San Mateo-Foster City School District

4. Several teachers in our District use interactive white boards and other emerging
technologies to increase student achievement.
5. We have recently implemented two programs, Pinnacle and Data Director, to provide
opportunities for standards based reporting.
6. We will work in collaboration with the County Board of Education and Superintendent
of schools to achieve the goals set forth by the Grand Jury.
Thank you for your recommendations and providing us an opportunity to respond.
Please contact Dr. Toni-Sue Passantinto, Assistant Superintendent for Educational Services,
at 650-312-7236 if you have further questions.

Sincerely,

Pendery A. Clark, Ed.D.
Superintendent
Cc: Board of Trustees
Dr. Jean Holbrook, County Superintendent
Dr. Toni-Sue Passantino, Assistant Superintendent, Educational Services
Board of Trustees:
Jack E. Coyne, Jr.
Mark D. Hudak
Lory Lorimer Lawson
Cathy Rincon
Colleen Sullivan

Superintendent:
Pendery A. Clark, Ed.D.

1170 Chess Drive
Foster City, CA 94404
(650) 312-7700
FAX (650) 312-7779
www.smfc.k12.ca.us
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AYSHORE SCHOOL DISTRICT
ONE MARTIN STREET, DALY CITY, CA 94014
TEL: 415-467-5443 FAX: 415-467-1542

Cultivating Thoughtful Citizens

BOARD OF TRUSTEES
ANITA FLETCHER
RACHEL GARIBALDI
THERESA GERIGK
CECIL T. OWENS
EDITH RENDEROS

SUPERINTENDENT
NORMAN D. FOBERT

PRINCIPAL

1 December 2008

ELAINE H. WHITNEY

Honorable Joseph C. Scott
Judge of the Superior Court
Hall of Justice
400 County Center, 2nd Floor
Redwood City, CA 94063-1655
Dear Honorable Joseph C. Scott:
The Bayshore Elementary School District is in receipt of “Online And Virtual Classroom
Learning: To Expand And Supplement Educational Opportunities In San Mateo County
Schools”
The District is a small, urban, elementary school district with student on two campuses
from Kindergarten through the eighth grade. The District agrees with the findings of the
Grand Jury and as to each recommendation commits to further analysis of each matter.
Numerous considerations make it imperative that a small, economically disadvantaged
district such as ours seek partnerships with other districts and organizations to assist in
accessing such opportunities. Economic and human resource scale considerations make it
imperative that we focus those limited resources on the core responsibility of educating
the whole child. We have already begun to use online and virtual environments to
provide interventions and academic support to students in English Language Acquisition,
Special Education and Mathematics.
Additional resources will be required to not only provide these types of opportunities, but
the necessity of teacher training and capital investment in technological hardware and
infrastructure to accomplish the recommendations and findings. We look forward to the
environment and resources to accomplish these commendable goals.
Sincerely,

Norman D. Fobert
Superintendent
Cc: Bayshore Board of Trustees
grandjury@sanmateocourt.org
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risbane School District

Board of Trustees
Joseph Blank
Diane Crampton
Bob Dettmer
Tom Ledda
Ken Walker

One Solano Street, Brisbane, Ca 94005
Tel: 415-467-0550 Fax: 415-467-2914

Building Thoughtful Citizens

Superintendent
Toni Presta

November 7, 2008

Hon. Joseph C. Scott
Judge of the Superior Court
Hall of Justice
400 County Center, 2nd Floor
Redwood City, CA 94063-1655
Re:

Response to Online and Virtual Classroom Learning: To Expand and
Supplement Educational Opportunities in San Mateo County Schools

Dear Judge Scott,
Thank you for the opportunity to review and comment on the findings of the Grand Jury.
This letter serves as response from the Brisbane School District to the recommendations
found therein.
Findings:
We neither agree nor disagree with Grand Jury’s findings that students taking online and
virtual classroom programs outperform their peers. There are many ways of assessing
learning and determining educational value and we withhold judgment at this time.
Further, we do not have enough information to make a determination regarding the cost of
virtual programs vs. brick and mortar counterparts.
With regard to the 20 findings listed specifically, we neither agree nor disagree. It seems
that this is information collected by the Grand Jury and we trust that it is accurate.
Recommendations by the Grand Jury:
The San Mateo County Civil Grand Jury (2007-2008) recommends that:
1

The boards of trustees for the 23 school districts in San Mateo County instruct their
administrators to:

a. Use online and virtual learning programs to expand the curriculum, e.g. for the
teaching of foreign languages, Advanced Placement programs, and remedial and
special education programs.
The district is neutral regarding this recommendation. The underlying
assumption is that students do well academically when provided
curriculum in this manner and the district is not convinced that this is true.
b. Use online and virtual learning programs for math, science and other core area
subjects where a fully qualified teacher is not available.
The district is neutral regarding this recommendation. Again, the underlying
assumption is that students will do well academically when provided
curriculum in this manner and the district is not convinced that this is true.
c. Increase teacher training to make better use of web-based resources.
The district agrees with this recommendation and has provided some training
to staff already. We plan on providing training in the future as well.
d. Seek out volunteers or non-credentialed monitors to reduce the cost of operating
computer labs.
The district agrees with this recommendation.
Volunteers and noncredentialed monitors currently assist in computer labs at all of our schools.

Sincerely,

Toni Presta
Superintendent
CC:

Brisbane Board of Trustees
grandjury@sanmateocourt.org (via email)
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Ravenswood City School District
2120 Euclid Avenue, East Palo Alto, California 94303
(650) 329-2800 Fax (650) 323-1072

Board Members:
M. F. Chester Palesoo , President
Larry Moody, Vice President
Marcelino López, Clerk
John Bostic, Member
Jacqueline Wallace Greene, Member

María M. De La Vega
Superintendent
“OUR CHILDREN – OUR FUTURE”

December 2, 2008
Hon. Joseph C. Scott
Judge of the Superior Court
Hall of Justice
400 County Center, 2nd Floor
Redwood City, CA 94063-1655
Dear Honorable Joseph C. Scott:
Re: Online and Virtual Classroom Learning: to Expand and Supplement Educational
Opportunities in San Mateo County Schools
The Ravenswood City School District has received the above mentioned Grand Jury report.
While our school district agrees in principle to the findings we have taken steps toward
accomplishing the stated recommendations:
Recommendation: Use online and virtual learning programs to expand the curriculum, e.g. for
the teaching of foreign languages, Advanced Placement programs, and remedial and special
education programs.
The Ravenswood City School District does not have foreign languages,
Advanced Placement programs, or remedial programs. Currently, all of our
students, including those in special education programs, use the web based
programs that are part of our social studies and science programs in grades
where available. We will be adopting a new mathematics curriculum this year
which will include web based learning opportunities in some grades. In 2010 we
will be adopting a new English language arts and English language development
program that will include web based learning opportunities in all grades.
Recommendation: Use online and virtual learning programs for math, science and other core
area subjects where a fully qualified teacher is not available.
All students in the Ravenswood City School District are taught by a fully qualified
teacher as specified by the No Child Left Behind Act and Williams Act.
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Recommendation: Increase teacher training to make better use of web-based resources.
All teachers in the Ravenswood City School District receive 40 hours of training
in the core mathematics and English language arts curriculum which included
how to use the web based resources that come with the adopted curriculum.
Teachers received 2 hours of training on the core social studies and science
curriculum which included how to use the web based resources that came with
the adopted curriculum.
Recommendation: Seek out volunteers or non-credentialed monitors to reduce the cost of
operating computer labs.
Each school site in the Ravenswood City School District currently employs a noncredentialed monitor to operate the computer lab.
Please contact me if you need additional information.
Sincerely,

Maria De La Vega
Superintendent
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