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Rural Virtual 
Academy
Virtual charter school 
authorized by the Medford 
Area Public School 

Medford, Wisconsin

GRADE LEVELS SERVED: PreK–12

NUMBER OF STUDENTS  
SERVED: 800+

Rural Virtual Academy (RVA) is a PreK through 12th grade 
online charter school operating a consortium of 24 school 
districts to provide online and blended learning options 
for students. Personalization of learning is important to 
their mission, and they offer core courses and electives, 
including credit recovery, advanced placement, and dual 
credit/college courses. Founded in 2004, RVA serves over 
800 students throughout the state of Wisconsin.
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Rural Virtual Academy (RVA)1 was founded in 2004 at the 
superintendent and school board levels of Medford Area Public 
School District as a consortium of five rural, contiguous districts to 
recoup students that were not taking full advantage of traditional 

public schools. Because the district was so large and had small populations dispersed from one another, 
some students had to travel over an hour one way to get to school, causing some families to homeschool 
their children. To respond to the needs of the parents and students, RVA started out with PreK–8 grades. 
In 2007, Charles Heckel became the Administrator of RVA in order to provide structure and support to the 
program, which was growing at a rate of 22% per year. Due to additional parent and student feedback, 
RVA expanded to high school in 2013. Now, over ten years since their 2004 opening, RVA has 24 districts. 
Students qualifying for special education make up 15% of the RVA population. RVA enrolled more than 800 
students in school year 2017–18.2 Average enrollment growth per year over the past 13 years was at 36%, 
with the school growing 50% in the 2017–18 school year. There was exponential growth in the Blended 
Learning Initiative as well. According to Charles Heckel, in Medford and in rural northern Wisconsin, school 
leaders believe that sharing resources is essential for their districts so that they do not have to reinvent the 
wheel and can use taxpayer contributions in meaningful ways. 

Instructional models
RVA offers a range of online and blended learning options for students across the consortium district. It 
provides a full-time online school, individual supplemental online courses, and a blended learning initiative 
for students and teachers in mainstream classrooms. RVA uses different course providers, including Florida 
Virtual School, Lincoln Interactive, Middlebury Interactive Languages, and Odysseyware, and Buzz as a 
learning management system. The blended learning initiative is offered to all district students grades 6–12, 
and the full-time virtual option is available to all district students in grades PreK–12, which helps keep students 
in their districts and providing a revenue sharing opportunity between RVA and the consortia districts. 

RVA uses both its own staff and also district shared staff, which provides more opportunities for course 
offerings and lower class sizes. All RVA staff are employees of the Medford Area Public School District, RVA’s 

1  Some information for this profile was gleaned from case study work done in 2017 by Michigan Virtual Learning Research Institute for the Wisconsin 
eSchool Network.

2  Source: Rural Virtual Academy Annual Report 2017–18, P. 6. Retrieved from https://ruralvirtual.org/annual-reports/ 
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authorizer. For grades 6–12, direct instruction is provided. In the blended format, RVA provides content to 
district teachers who deliver that content to their own students. These district teachers get professional 
development from RVA so that they are prepared to teach digital content. 

RVA uses content and resources provided by the Wisconsin Digital Learning Collaborative (WDLC) to support 
its blended learning format. By incorporating the learnings they have had in their fully online program, RVA is 
hoping to evolve its Blended Learning Initiative, which is three years old, to support their districts. Currently, 
its blended program has just over 5,000 enrollments in district classrooms and just over 70 teachers 
facilitating the digital content in order to provide personalized instruction for each student. 

Instructional strategies vary by age of student
Instructional models and support structures vary for the fully online program based on student grade level. 
For Pre-K through 5th grade, the parent/guardian is the mentor, working along with their child or children 
at home with teacher support. About 60% of their elementary families use off-line, book-driven curriculum 
options to provide education at home. The teachers meet one-on-one with the students at the elementary 
school. There are also some opportunities for group or classroom activities; but those are monthly or 
bi-weekly, and the sessions are not mandatory for the elementary students. Parent-teacher conferences 
are scheduled a minimum of three times per year when the teacher and parent look closely at the basic 
end of year expectations for elementary students’ skill sets. In these conferences, the teacher and parents/
guardians get together and look at a rubric to assess where the student is and develop a path for getting 
the student where he/she needs to be by the end of the year. The conference provides the teacher an 
opportunity to supply additional supports to the parent/guardian if needed. 

As the students get older, the parents/guardians relinquish some of the education that is typically taking 
place at home to teachers. In the upper grades, more than one teacher is involved, and school counselors 
enter the picture to help students understand what it means to earn credits. Beginning in sixth grade, the 
program starts to offer some online courses taught by teachers. The first courses are math and reading. 
Parents/guardians have the option of enrolling their children in live, daily, direct instruction courses, or can 
continue to work independently with their children at home. 

Once the students get to high school, the curriculum is completely online, and 90% or more are in live, daily, 
direct instruction classes. The students may take some elective courses independently, as RVA has a library of 
elective course options, but the core subjects are taught through live, daily, direct instruction. In high school, 
three-week grade reports are sent to the parent/guardians so that they have a clear view of where their child 
is in terms of pace, progress, and grades in their courses. All students are required to attend their classes 
for the first three weeks of each semester. Once the three-week grade report comes out, then the parent/
guardian and teachers can determine if the students have to be at class, especially if they are working ahead 
and exceling at the course. Other students who are falling behind are required to go to daily instruction.

RVA has ten Blackboard collaborate classrooms with links that are provided to the students. The students 
log into those classrooms, and their teacher is there, along with their class. The students receive a high 
school schedule that says, for example, algebra is from 8:00 to 8:30 in Blackboard room one and science in 
Blackboard room three from 9:00 to 9:30. The students move between Blackboard or virtual classrooms like 
they would go from room to room in a traditional school. RVA also has students in school buildings who have 
combination schedules; they can be in the virtual setting for part of their day and in the school building for 
the other part of their day. 

Rural Virtual Academy (cont.)
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College and career readiness
RVA’s virtual course catalog offers students access to AP classes and a variety of different courses, many 
more than what most of the small districts in the consortium would otherwise be able to provide. Additionally, 
RVA offers eight dual-credit courses through an articulated agreement with Northcentral Technical College 
and in support of the Wisconsin Technical College Board. These offerings provide RVA students access to 
transferrable collegiate-level courses to any technical college or university in Wisconsin. One of the values 
of working within the Wisconsin eSchool Network (WEN) is that high-quality digital course options are fiscally 
attainable for the program, and RVA then provides them back to schools at a price that schools can afford. 
The catalog also gives students access to 21st century kind of learning. It gives them access to using a 
Chromebook or a one-to-one device in learning mode so that when and if they choose to go on to college 
or a technical school after this, they’ve had some exposure to what it’s like to take an online class as well.

Student support
RVA operates very much like a traditional school system in that student supports look fairly traditional in 
terms of having a special education department, school counseling services, administrative support, and 
educational teacher and aid support. The counselors deal with counseling issues, scheduling, and ensuring 
credits are being attained. Special education staff work with special education students, and pupil support 
staff and administrative staff work with student councils, clubs, and groups. For academic supports, RVA has 
intervention periods and response-to-intervention programs prior to special education referrals. There are 
behavioral supports in place, too, even in the virtual world. RVA is able to provide virtually in some capacity 
any support service that would be found within a traditional school environment. The services are provided 
to the grades 6-12 students in Blackboard Collaborate as direct, live service.

In addition to the academics, RVA offers online clubs and events. They’ve split the state into 11 regions where 
they host regional events via their coordinators in that region. These events include field trips and activities 
where families are invited to bring their students to interact. These events happen frequently, with at least 
one online club or event and/or physical field trip activity going on every week. The clubs include Cooking 
Club competitions and Lego Club, and the teachers are the ones primarily coordinating and facilitating all of 
those experiences. From 11:00am to 11:45am every day students can take part in their club-based activities 
during an activity period, offering a consistent block of time that provides a value-add for the students. These 
activities can include student council, yearbook, and newspaper club.

Teacher time and management
RVA is very conscious when they onboard teachers so that they get plenty of mentoring and have a partner 
mentor. They’re conscious about teachers being well prepared to provide a high-quality experience for 
their families so that they establish high-quality, meaningful relationships. Charles Heckel shares, “We do 
have to grab the reins a little bit on our growth; even though we’re growing at 50%, last year we capped 
our enrollment and said, ‘Okay, we have to stop now and make sure that we are still producing something 
of quality.’” The learning curve for teachers can be challenging. RVA is a unique school with its technology 
component, all the different curriculum options that it has, and the mindset that is so different from when 
educators are in a building. For all of these reasons, it takes about a year for a teacher to feel comfortable 
teaching in a virtual setting, and RVA is prepared to provide that professional development and guidance to 
ensure teacher support.

Rural Virtual Academy (cont.)
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Measures of success
Students are required to take periodic standardized tests through providers determined by RVA, to 
determine proficiency and academic growth.  These tests provide near immediate feedback and in part 
serve to facilitate the accountability requirement of the charter. During the 2017-2018 school year, RVA 
required all new elementary students to take online reading and math assessments for diagnostic purposes. 
Additional state required exams help to measure growth of students as well. Intervention curriculum provides 
a way to monitor student progress.  

Wisconsin requires testing of all public education students in grades PreK–11. In accordance with state law, 
it is required that state tests be administered by the RVA Teacher or other proctor assigned by the RVA 
Administrator. Results from the exams at the time of this printing were still embargoed for public release. 
The RVA did experience a larger number of families requesting “opt-outs” and refusals to take the required 
examinations this year than ever before. This lack of participation in years past was used to penalize schools 
even though local Board policy and State statute allowed for parental choice in opting-out. RVA is looking 
forward to the new standardized report cards that will exclude these penalizing factors and give a better 
measure of how students whose parents find the tests and results valuable, actually perform.  

In the 2017–18 school year, students took part in a number of alternative assessments and projects including 
creating videos, inventions, and other presentations in place of paper-based examinations. In moving 
forward, RVA will be working with staff to further build options beyond the books for students to demonstrate 
learning in unique and different ways.

The initial responsibility for deciding whether there is retention or advancement of a student rests with 
the teacher(s) primarily responsible for the child’s education, the administrator overseeing the child’s 
teacher, and the parent/ legal guardian of the child.  These provisions include but are not limited to 
academic achievement, intelligence, attendance, self-image, attitude, experiential background, and social/ 
emotional maturity.

Almost all students attending RVA in 2017–18, who were not removed for lack of academic participation, 
have either successfully completed their grade level course work or are completing course work over the 
summer for promotion to the next grade level.  

Most significantly this year, the RVA celebrated its first graduating class of 48 students. The RVA successfully 
graduated 100% of its seniors during this school year. All students met or exceeded the full graduation 
requirements set forth by the State of Wisconsin statute 118.33, the authorizer, the Medford Area Public 
School District’s Board of Education’s graduation policy, all corresponding consortium Board of Education 
policies, and all other expectations set forth by the school.  

Future Plans
RVA is currently pursuing a number of new initiatives including the adoption of “Learning Centers” within its 
consortium districts. These learning centers will serve both full-time virtual and blended students by allowing 
physical access to learning spaces with the consortium districts’ buildings to gain access to both academic 
support and extra learning opportunities not able to be effectively provided virtually. RVA has applied for 
expansion charter school grant dollars in support of this initiative. RVA has opened an internal At-Risk 
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Program serving statutorily eligible at-risk students through a combination of digital, experiential, and project-
based learning opportunities. Additionally, RVA has expanded the use of live, daily, direct instruction courses 
in grades 6–12 based on the results of parental request for more teacher-directed learning opportunities. 
Previous academic success with utilizing live instruction through virtual classrooms has allowed for the 
RVA to provide direct instructional opportunities in all core and several elective subjects in grades 6–12 
already. The RVA has also been selected to represent all virtual charter schools in Wisconsin on the State 
Superintendent’s Advisory Council on Charter Schools as well as the Wisconsin Department of Public 
Instruction’s Virtual Charter School Community of Practice. These commendations demonstrate that RVA’s 
presence in digital learning is well-respected within the state.

Rural Virtual Academy (cont.)

http://www.digitallearningcollab.com

