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Southwest Colorado eSchool (SWCeS) is an accredited, 
diploma-granting school serving grades 6–12 authorized 
by the San Juan BOCES. It offers fully online, shared 
schooling, and partnership models with the nine member 
districts in the southwest region of the state. 
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Beginning its 8th year of operation, Southwest Colorado eSchool 
(SWCeS) is an accredited, diploma-granting school serving grades 
6–12 in the southwestern corner of Colorado. A tuition-free, public 
charter school, the eSchool operates under the authorization of 
the San Juan BOCES (Board of Cooperative Educational Services), 
a regional entity. Enrollment in Southwest Colorado eSchool is 
available to students who are residents of Archuleta, Dolores, La 
Plata, Montezuma or San Juan counties. The San Juan Mountains, 
which run along the continental divide into northwestern New 
Mexico, serve as a defining land feature of southwestern Colorado 
and the region served by the San Juan BOCES and Southwest 
Colorado eSchool encompasses a highly diverse educational 

ecosystem. Geophysical location of students varies greatly, spanning rural, town, and suburban settings. The 
sizes of member district sizes range from almost 3,000 students to just over 60.1 Free and reduced lunch 
counts across the region also differ, from 34% in areas such as Bayfield up to over 78% in Dolores.2 However, 
SWCeS notes that while serving such a range of diversity comes with its own set of challenges, where a 
student comes from in no way determines their potential. “We see growth and success across all groups 
served,” emphasizes Mike Freeburn, principal of SWCeS.3

Over the years, the Southwest Colorado eSchool has garnered a reputation for high expectations and 
rigorous online learning. “Students don’t come here because it is easy,” says Mr. Freeburn. “They come 
here because it is the right fit for them - because learning online with us allows them to both get a top-level 
education and to pursue their own dreams and passions.” Mr. Freeburn notes that the school serves student 
athletes competing in sports from professional dance to bike racing, rodeo, and skiing, as well as students 
working to help support their families or to gain internship experience in the career area of their choice.

Readiness Assessment
One element of the eSchool’s growth and success is helping students and families assess their readiness for 
the structure and self-regulation required by the online learning environment. The eSchool has developed 
a clear set of recommendations for prospective students based on their many years’ experience with 
successful digital learning practices. If students do not demonstrate full readiness for online learning,  

1  Colorado Education Initiative (2014). Deepening Collaboration in Support of Student Outcomes: A Guide for BOCES and Rural District Leaders. 
Retrieved from http://www.coloradoedinitiative.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/CEI-BOCES-2.pdf

2  Ibid.

3  Interview with E. LeBlanc (2018). 
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they may be counseled towards a supplemental learning program for their first semester, taking one or two 
online courses as they continue to attend their home brick-and-mortar school. If the student is successful in 
this “test period,” then the eSchool will help scaffold them to full-time virtual learning. Among the readiness 
recommendations set forth by the eSchool are: 

• Demonstrated success in traditional brick and mortar classes, for example, having failed no more than one 
class the previous semester

• Access to a digital learning device and reliable internet access from home

• Successful completion of the school’s Introduction to Online Learning orientation course before being 
allowed to register for another SWCeS course

• Attendance at all mandatory orientations and assigned days (at the direction of principal or counselor) at the 
eSchool Learning Center in either Durango or Dolores

• Parental communication via email and agreement to monitor students’ eSchool performance

Curriculum Structure and Active Teaching
SWCeS partners with both Jeffco Public School District in Denver and Colorado Digital Learning Solutions 
(CDLS) to deliver its online learning courses. The Jeffco Public School District offers semester-long core 
academic classes. While students may engage with activities within a specific unit of study at the time 
and place that works best for them, units within the course are released sequentially to ensure mastery 
and to create student learning cohorts within the online structure; classes are facilitated by credentialed 
subject-area teachers. Many of the teachers have been with Jeffco’s 21st Century Virtual Academy since 
its inception; as such, they bring a wealth of knowledge and expertise in online learning to the table. CDLS 
courses are used to deliver elective programming as well as career and technical education. This option 
provides more flexibility to students seeking to round out their schedules. The CDLS system provides 
progress reports and achievement information for students, parents, and counselors throughout the 
student’s online learning experience. Whether through Jeffco or CDLS, all SWCeS courses are taught by 
Colorado-licensed teachers.

The Southwest Colorado eSchool is highly intentional in both the design of its courses and the teacher-
student interactions that support high quality online learning for students. The courses are structured to 
create a highly interactive learning environment through the use of online discussions, live conferencing 
with teachers, frequent email and/or instant messaging, text communications, and occasional distance 
collaboration and group work. Teachers hold live virtual sessions, host weekly “office hours,” and provide 
rapid, targeted feedback on student work; rather than a passive role, the teacher is seen as an active, 
engaged part of the student’s online learning experience.

Student Support
Southwest Colorado eSchool operates two student centers, one in Dolores and and one in Durango. At 
these drop-in centers, students may borrow a Chromebook from SWCeS or bring their own personal device 
for accessing their coursework. Students work independently at the learning centers or set up ongoing or 
one-time tutoring session with ELA or Math specialists as needed. These specialists also tutor remotely 
as needed, supporting SWCeS students through their coursework via videoconferencing. They also track 
student grades, monitor progress, and communicate with students and parents to ensure success.
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SWCES has an early warning system in place to catch students needing intervention and to help get them 
back on track before they fall too far behind. Mr. Freeburn asserts, “We favor active communication and 
monitoring at all stages.” Progress reports are sent out every Friday from the eSchool with a current snapshot 
of the student’s status in each course so that students and families know very clearly where the students 
are academically at all times. A student who is falling behind is called in for a meeting and then, if warranted, 
placed in a more formal process of support, including weekly meetings with the principal and/or guidance 
counselor, more frequent parent communication, and required learning center time. “We define ‘success’ 
in completing a class as a C grade or better,” stated Mr. Freeburn. “These supports allow our students to 
achieve at that high level.”

Learning Models 
SWCeS offers several different learning models to the students of the San Juan BOCES region. In its Hybrid 
Study Model, the eSchool partners with BOCES member districts to create a blended learning experience 
for students. These learners continue to maintain full-time enrollment status with the eSchool, taking four 
core classes online; however, they can take some or all of their elective credits at their local district school, 
participating in sports, band, or performing arts with their social peers. The Options program for middle 
schoolers (grades 6–8) was developed in collaboration with Mountain Middle School in Durango. Like the 
Hybrid Study Model, these students must be enrolled in a minimum of four courses with the eSchool to 
maintain their full time status; however, they also have the opportunity to supplement their virtual learning 
experience with hands-on electives and enrichment classes through Mountain Middle School. Finally, the 
eSchool offers a Shared Schooling Model to the region’s homeschool students. This completely free option 
is available for homeschool students who wish to enroll in 1–3 online classes through SWCeS and who 
are not taking courses at any other public school. This is an excellent choice for students wishing to take 
advanced and/or college preparatory classes. 

Overall, Mr. Freeburn describes Southwest COlorado eSchool as a regional school that manages to be “both 
local and global,” leveraging local support systems and relationships while technology opens the world to 
students. Southwest Colorado eSchool has helped to level the playing field across the San Juan region, 
giving students more opportunities to take high-level courses on a flexible schedule that meets their needs. 
“Our bottom line,” Mr. Freeburn says, “is student success.”


