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South San Francisco considers virtual school plans By Heather Murtagh 

A proposal for a virtual charter school serving children in kindergarten through high school is before South San Francisco school officials tonight. 

Leaders of Free World U submitted a five-year charter March 11 for a virtual school slated to open this summer. The charter petition is one of 10 submitted by the group throughout California in an effort to begin a statewide virtual charter school. A public hearing will be held on the topic tonight. The South San Francisco Unified School Board of Trustees has 60 days from the day of receiving the petition to grant or deny the request. 

“It’s our intention to educate the world for free,” said David Hall, one of the founders of the nonprofit Free World U. 

This is the first charter petition ever submitted to the district, said Superintendent Barbara Olds, who was interested in hearing a bit more about the program before the board decides how to move forward. 

Trustee Maurice Goodman asked a number of parents to review the organization’s Web site and give him feedback. He did not yet have an opinion on the petition, but was excited about the idea of introducing alternative curriculum to help schools. 

The 76-page petition outlines growing the online enrollment from 16 students per grade, from kindergarten through high school, growing to 47 students per grade or about 600 total students. It uses an online flashcard system to break down curriculum based on California standards. Each flashcard has a small factoid of information, Hall explained. A database stores progress and mastery of knowledge by each student. 

If the charter petition is approved, incoming students would begin enrollment with a test to determine his or her technological proficiency. The outcome places the student on a technology track for acquiring technical skills needed for assignments. A certificate of technology proficiency will be given to students who master all three levels. 

Credentialed teaches will be employed by the proposed school. Free World U proposes a 25 to 1 student-to-teacher ratio with the staff size increasing as the school grows. Charter schools have the right to request facilities from a host district. Since Free World U plans to be virtual, it does not plan to request a permanent location. The petition does, however, request the ability to rent school facilities when needed to host activities. 

Proposed bylaws would permit a representative of the Board of Trustees to serve on the Free World U Board of Directors. This representative, however, cannot be a district employee or trustee. 

Free World U currently offers free curriculum-based lessons online for preschool through high school curriculum and medical classes. The Web site began in 2001 with a medical focus, Hall explained. 

“We started this because we noticed the things in the world in general were not working right,” he said, referring particularly to education. 

The goal was to create a more efficient system. It was reorganized to incorporate general education in 2007. It currently has more than 14,000 users, according to the Web site. The nonprofit runs through donations at the moment. If the charter is approved, Free World U would receive money for each student enrolled in the home-school system. 

In 1982, the U.S. Department of Education showed 50,000 children were home schooled. In 2007, there were 1.5 million. Many families are turning to virtual charter schools for guidance when it comes to curriculum. The California Virtual Academy is a network of nine different schools throughout the state — locally it’s chartered through the Jefferson Elementary School District. In 2007, about 5,000 students statewide, 500 in San Mateo County, participated in the at-home system.

In other business, the board will discuss creating a timeline for picking a new superintendent with Leadership Associates, a consultant hired March 12 to help with the search. The board voted not to renew Olds’ contract in December. In addition, the board will discuss characteristics and qualities wanted in the next superintendent; recommendations on community and staff groups the consultant should meet; protocols to be used during the search; and the salary to be advertised. 

The board meets 7 p.m. Thursday, March 26 at the District Office, 398 B St. in South San Francisco. For more information about Free World U visit www.freeworldu.org. 
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