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This book is dedicated to the memory of my parents, Virgil and Nevida Jack, who instilled a love for learning and reading in me at a very young age. You will never be forgotten.






INTRODUCTION


“I think I can. I think I can. I think I can. I think I can. I thought I could. I thought I could…”

—The Little Engine That Could



I have received countless requests from parents about how to support their children with online learning. As a mother, school administrator, aunt, and sister, my family members, as well as the community, have asked me for any ideas or strategies that they can use to help them get through virtual learning without losing it.

With the onset of COVID-19, we were all thrown off-kilter when schools around the world had to shutter and parents were asked to play a primary role in the education of their children in ways that they have never been expected to perform.

Our vocabulary now includes words like “Zoom,” “Google Meet,” “Clever Badges,” and “Reboot,” to name a few, and we are all feeling technology fatigue from being in front of a computer screen hours upon hours each day.

You may be thinking, “I don’t have a degree in teaching” and “I don’t know where to start to support my child. I am barely hanging on, trying to keep them from running away from the computer screen each day. I need help!”

Well, help is here. A Parent’s Guide to Virtual Learning is a crash course in virtual education. The tips and tools in this book will boot you up so you can support your child with confidence.

This book is written as a resource to provide parents with tips, tricks, and tools you can immediately put into play to help ensure that your child has a successful online learning experience. This book, however, is twofold: it is also written as a support for parents all over the world to enable you to practice self-care and increase awareness so you can be your best you to support your child adequately.

Each chapter includes tips that you can put into place immediately to start supporting your child so they get the most out of this new method of learning. Topics covered include talking to your child’s teacher, setting boundaries, troubleshooting technical issues, helping your child solve math problems, and the list goes on and on. We cover the big issues, but most importantly, we include strategies for the smaller issues that without a proper response can become huge ones.


But You’re Not a Teacher

I was a K–12 teacher, reading specialist, and district administrator for over fifteen years. I currently work as an elementary school principal, and I know that the challenge of supporting your children with online learning is daunting. But, as a parent myself, I also know that you can do this.

I know the struggles you face—I know that you’re not only dealing with your own professional and emotional work, but also that teaching itself may seem confusing. Many parents have noted that teaching has changed in the past few years, and the way kids today learn math for example, is not the way we learned when we were in school.

Yes, the methods of instruction have changed a lot in the past decade, and now, the addition of online education to the mix can seem overwhelming. I want you to take a deep breath and realize that we are all in the same boat. The COVID-19 pandemic has affected the education of students across the globe. What I want to offer in this book is a refuge with easy-to-implement tips that will make your life and your child’s life easier.


What You’ll Find in This Book

Here is a quick rundown on the chapters in the book.

In the first chapter, I will cover the different types of virtual learning environments and how they work. This first chapter lays a foundation on how virtual learning has expanded and grown, and what that means for you and your child.

Chapter Two is all about setting up a learning environment in your home, including organizing an optimal space for educating your child.

In Chapter Three, I provide you with the strategies you need to establish a routine that will help you start each day with confidence and focus.

Setting clear boundaries and sticking with them will be explored in Chapter Four. The home-school connection and communicating with your child’s teacher is the focus of Chapter Five.

Chapter Six will provide you with tips on how to handle the inevitable technical issues that you will face.

Chapters Seven, Eight, and Nine will provide you with techniques on how to best support your child with their math, reading, and writing. These chapters are filled with best practices and secrets that teachers use to engage their students and help them learn. You will get a crash course in online teaching pedagogy.

Ensuring you practice self-care is the focus of Chapter Ten. The final two chapters will include final thoughts and a chapter filled with online resources and tools you can use at home with your child.

Before you dive in, I do want to note that this book is outlined in a way to enable you to quickly go to the chapters and find the specific support you’re looking for. Don’t feel the need to read every single page if you require a specific type of information. For instance, if you find your child is struggling with a math concept, you can quickly turn to Chapter Seven and find ideas on easy things you can do at home to address their mathematics challenge.


Children Can Learn at High Levels in the Virtual Learning Space

As a public school educator and administrator with over twenty years of experience under my belt, I can attest that children can learn at high levels in the online environment. According to research, this occurs when we provide students with adequate support and intervention as soon as we see the need arise. This book is full of ideas on how to do just that as your child is learning virtually. I know that many parents are afraid that their children will digress in their learning while working online. Please rest assured that the information in this book will help you alleviate this worry by familiarizing you with virtual learning. You’ll get to know the ins and outs of the different virtual learning models so you are prepared to assist your child. With proper support at home, parents can play a pivotal role in helping their children succeed in the virtual learning space.

Now let’s get going!

In the upcoming chapters we will work on developing an understanding on how virtual learning evolved and how you can use proven methods to help your child as they are learning virtually.






CHAPTER 1 WHAT IS VIRTUAL LEARNING?



“Alone we can do so little; together we can do so much.”

—Helen Keller




We Are in This Together

Many of us were taken by surprise when our children were required to learn virtually in the spring of 2020. The coronavirus pandemic affected the lives of millions upon millions of parents across the globe. Within a matter of weeks, an uncountable number of children around the world were beginning to learn in some sort of virtual learning environment.

This has come as a huge shift in how we are educating our students, and it has put a lot of stress on families around the world. The biggest stressor is on what to do to help children learn from home and maintain balance and harmony in the home.

One thing is for sure—as a human race we are wired to come together in times of need. Ideas like rallying the troops and pulling up our bootstraps come to mind when thinking about all the innovative ways parents are reaching out to get support for their children’s education.

I have been impressed with the resiliency I have seen in parents all around the world. New things like parent pods and school study groups have popped up to provide moral support, offer a lending hand, and serve as a way of connecting as we all work to find solutions to make the virtual learning space effective for our families.


Success Tip: Parent pods are learning support groups that parents use to have their children work with other students either virtually or in person on academics. The goal of learning pods is to bring in some socialization for students and help for parents. The pods are popping up all around. The best way to find one is to search for “learning pods” or “pandemic pods” in your area.



The fact is—virtual learning can be challenging. I know that the struggle is real with keeping your kids on task as they learn, while you possibly hold down your full-time job or care for other children or adults that are in the home. In this chapter, we will explore the history of virtual learning and set the stage for ways you can ensure you understand the model that is used by your child so you can ask the right questions and provide the optimal support.


Virtual Learning Defined

First, let’s examine what virtual learning is. “Virtual learning” refers to teaching that occurs online or by using methods other than placing students in a schoolroom with a teacher. There are now more than one thousand virtual academies in the United States. Virtual academies are schools that educate students virtually 100 percent of the time, offering only online learning options. This differs from schools that use virtual learning as part of their teaching methodology. Virtual academies are made up of different grade-level configurations. I have seen elementary virtual academies and high school academies. Virtual learning, employing the use of computers, gained popularity in the 1980s, mainly on college campuses, when online degrees became a good option for working adults. These students needed a program that was flexible, allowing them to work full time while going to school. Virtual learning also combats another barrier: location. It allows students to go to school in a state other than where they reside. Virtual learning literally opened up the world for students who were seeking to advance their education.


The Beginning of Virtual Learning

Virtual learning is not new. In fact, in a more traditional form, it has been around since the 1940s. Have you heard of correspondence courses? I remember taking a correspondence course on drawing when I was a young girl. I found out about it in one of my mother’s magazines, and I completed work that was sent to me and mailed it back to the company. I remember being so proud of my certificate of completion. In fact, I still have that certificate in my memory book.

This type of distance learning is still happening today! Some schools are using packets that are mailed out or are picked up from school so kids can work on them. The packets are then returned to school and graded. This method is most frequently used with primary-age students to work on handwriting, reading, and sometimes other subjects.

We have become a lot more sophisticated in our methods than when I took my correspondence course. Today, we are able to more clearly identify students’ needs and give them work that is differentiated, meaning based on their individual requirements.


The Modern Development of Virtual Learning

Schools began to pick up on this trend in the late ’80s. With computers and the internet being more accessible, more options were provided for students to take their classes virtually instead of coming into the brick-and-mortar classroom. Many families found this to be a good option if they lived in remote areas, had children who experienced difficulty with face-to-face learning, or were interested in trying something innovative. The first online models were mainly used at the high school level, but we soon saw virtual academies, or online schools opening that supported students at middle and elementary levels.

By the late ’80s and early ’90s, full online learning began to evolve. We started to see more online learning platforms developing and schools beginning to embrace students taking their courses solely online. In a full online learning model, the student does all of their assignments electronically, and their only interaction with their teacher is via technology.

Full online institutions, such as the University of Phoenix, as well as a plethora of other institutes of higher education, including Capella University and Walden University, which offered working adults the opportunity to further their education from home, demonstrated that the model could be effective. Elementary and secondary schools began offering distance or virtual learning for their students.

That’s our history lesson on virtual learning. Now let’s take a look at the different models and the tools you can use to support your child, depending on the virtual learning space you are currently working in.


Virtual Learning Models

You will find different models of virtual learning, depending on which one(s) your child’s school or district has adopted.

The three main types include the full online model, the hybrid, or staggered model, and the distance-learning model.


	The full online model is where kids are online for their entire learning day. Full online learning involves students completing all their lessons using technology with the support of a teacher. In a full online learning model, the student does all of their assignments electronically, and their only interaction with their teacher is through the computer. I would say from my observation that this is the most popular model currently being used across the nation. Full online learning can also be one of the most stressful models, according to parents.

	The hybrid, sometimes called staggered model, is where students attend some of their classes in person and some online There is also a hybrid model where kids check in with their teacher online in the morning and work independently for the rest of the day.
In this book, we will cover the most popular hybrid model, in which students attend a physical classroom a few days a week and then participate online the remaining days. In the model, the student has the ability to interact with their teacher in person and is instructed on what to do during the online time. Many schools keep the days consistent so parents do not have a hard time figuring out the schedule. This may mean that your child goes to school in person two days per week and works online three days per week or vice versa.



	Finally, there is a distance-learning model, where students are physically given packets to work on at home, and teachers check in with the students after they turn those in, then give feedback. This is similar to the correspondence courses we talked about earlier. Some of these schools require parents to pick up their packets and drop them off when they are finished. Some mail them out and have the kids return them by mail. Others offer them as supports to supplement the learning, but they are not required. Again, these are the main ways I have seen learning packets used, but I am sure there are some other creative ways that schools are using learning packets.



These are not the only virtual learning models out there, but they are currently the most popular ones.

In some districts, students move in and out of different models depending on the current needs of the school, district, and state of events. Regardless of which model your child follows, we’ll help you successfully maneuver this new world in a stress-free manner.


Parent Tips for Virtual Learning Support

Following are tips for the main virtual learning models I have seen used consistently. Again, these are not the only online models out there. Schools have some pretty creative ways to meet their students’ needs, but these are the scenarios that you are most likely to encounter.

Distance Learning

If your child’s school is using learning packets, here are some tips for you. Make sure that you understand what the teacher expects students to complete and what they want turned in. For example, let’s say you are told that your child is expected to read for thirty minutes each day. You should ask what evidence the teacher wants to prove that they have done their reading.

If your child is using packets, make sure that they read the directions carefully or that you read them to make sure work is completed correctly. I don’t know how many times I’ve seen students complete a worksheet without reading the directions, and they circle all the words that rhyme with the wrong sound, for instance.

Another tip is to help your kids pace themselves if the packets are to be done over the course of a week. Set a time each day for your child to work on the packet and give them benchmark goals to accomplish each day. For example, if your child has a twenty-page packet, advise them to break it up and complete four pages each day. You don’t want your child rushing through all the work at the end of the week right before the due date. That will be stressful for both you and your child.

If your child cannot complete the work because it’s too difficult for them, immediately reach out to the teacher and find out what your options are. Often teachers have alternative work packets, or possibly you can schedule some time for the teacher to talk with your child to provide guidance and tutoring.


FOUR-STEP PLAN FOR PACKET COMPLETION

STEP 1: Look over the packet work.

STEP 2: Ensure your child understands the directions to complete each packet page.

STEP 3: Reach out to your child’s teacher immediately if you do not understand something or your child struggles with any of the concepts in the packet work.

STEP 4: Create a schedule for packet completion. Pace yourself so that you are not left with fifteen pages to complete in one day.



Full Online Learning

When you’re working with a full online model, the first step is to make sure you test your computers and the programs that your child is asked to use. This can be one of the most frustrating things about being fully online: Your child is expected to log in at a certain time of the morning and your sign-in does not work. Does this sound familiar? Be on top of what the expectations are for logging in, and you have accomplished half the battle of full online learning. This may sound like a simple tip, but believe me, a nonworking password can send you into a tailspin that can become an overwhelming burden over time.

As with the learning packets, if your child is learning exclusively online, be sure to get a clear understanding of what is required to be completed each day. Some students will have exercises that they must finish independently after their teacher provides instruction. Many parents have noted that their kids had assignments to complete, but they were not aware of this until report cards came out and their child was marked down for not completing their work.

If you don’t remember anything else in this chapter, please remember to check in with your child’s teacher to ensure you are clear on what the expectations are. Many issues can be avoided simply by asking for clarification.

Seek clarification!


[image: Image]


The great thing about full virtual learning is that you can often get online with the teacher during instructional time to ask questions. Most schools will also have virtual office hours that you and your child can use to meet with the teacher if you are experiencing any issues.


TIPS FOR FULL ONLINE LEARNING

TIP 1: Make sure you can log in. (Does your internet need updating? Secure a faster internet connection or upgrade your internet equipment if necessary.)

TIP 2: Make sure you can get into all learning platforms and applications.

TIP 3: Seek clarification! Ensure you understand what the expectation is in the virtual learning classroom.

TIP 4: Use virtual office hours to meet with your child’s teacher if you have questions.



Hybrid Models

The nice thing about this model is that on the days your child is in school, they can get support and questions answered about areas that they may be struggling with. The downside is that students can have a hard time being home and working online after being in the classroom with their teacher and peers the day before. In this section, I will provide some ideas on how to make the days you work together at home seamless.

In the hybrid model, you will use the same online learning support tips that are listed above for the days/times your child is working from home.

To seamlessly transition your child from being at school to working online at home is to set defined boundaries and clearly explain to your child that the same expectations apply whether they work at school or at home. Many children find it hard to grasp schooling at home while in the home setting. Home is home, so they might begin to exhibit behavior that is not “school-like” in the house. Nip this in the bud immediately by stating clearly to your child in terms that they can understand that on the days they work from home, they are still in school. This one tip will save you from so many power struggles between you and your child when it comes to understanding the expectations. It again is a simple thing to do that will yield a huge harvest. Below are the steps to follow to explain and set the expectations with your child:


TIPS FOR HYBRID LEARNING

STEP 1: Find a place in your home that is quiet and free from distraction.

STEP 2: Sit with your child, ensuring you have eye contact with them.

STEP 3: Explain to your child that they will be going to school in person X number of days a week and working from home online X number of days. (Give them the exact days and times so they can be clear on what to expect.)

STEP 4: Explain that the days they work from home are still school days, just like the days when they attend classes in person. (This step is pivotal because kids often find being home a relaxing retreat and a place where they have fun and no pressure to do schoolwork.)

STEP 5: Assure your child that you will be there to support them.

STEP 6: Take time to answer any questions your child may have.





VIRTUAL LEARNING MODELS

	DISTANCE

	Students complete work packets at home, which are mailed or dropped off at school.




	FULL ONLINE

	Students complete all of their learning online.




	HYBRID

	Students sometimes attend in person and complete online work.






Closing Thoughts on Virtual Learning

The first thing I am going to ask you to do before going any further in this book is to give yourself some grace. We live in a world of comparison. Facebook, Instagram, and Pinterest don’t make life easy. Don’t buy into the perfection monster, but know that you are doing your best each and every day, and by reading this book and those like it, you are taking phenomenal steps to help make virtual learning a positive experience for your family. I want to congratulate you for the care and effort you are putting into your child’s education. Don’t worry, don’t compare, and don’t buy into perfection. Give yourself some grace, and let’s do this!
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