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Ephrata Virtual Academy is the online program of a small 
suburban and rural district. In serves students in multiple 
modes, including full-time online, supplemental online, 
and blended learning through a physical learning lab. In 
addition, the Academy supports mainstream teachers in 
the district.
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Ephrata Area School District (EASD) is located in Lancaster County, 
Pennsylvania in the southeastern part of the state. EASD is a small 
suburban community with areas of greater rurality and is known 
for its strong academic performance. The district boasts high 
proficiency levels in both ELA and Math and a 94% graduation 

rate. Ephrata Area School District is comprised of seven brick-and-mortar school buildings housing four 
elementary schools (grades K–4), one middle school (grades 5–8), and one traditional high school (grades 
9–12) as well as its virtual program. In total, the district serves 4,153 students in grades K through 12 
according to SY 2015–16 data. Leveraging technology to individualize student learning has long been a 
focus of the district.

The district operates a well-recognized online program, the Ephrata Virtual Academy (EVA). Through this 
academy, the EASD staff provides a variety of customized learning options for students based on individual 
student needs. Like many innovative digital learning programs, Ephrata Virtual Academy began in order to 
address a specific community need and has grown well beyond what was imagined. EVA was established in 
the 2009–2010 school year at its current Washington Lab, a repurposed elementary school. The effort was 
aimed at providing an alternative for students who were not being successful in a traditional face-to-face 
setting. Providing high quality online options also encouraged students and families to remain in-district; 
as a result, the district has realized a significant return on investment by retaining students who may have 
otherwise enrolled in a cyber charter school program, and the associated state per-pupil funding. 

Multiple Models for Student Success
EVA offers both supplemental and fully online course offerings to students at all grade levels and across 
all subject areas. It provides instruction in three different models, all available to EASD students based on 
their levels of need and learning style. All of the learning options offered by EVA include the opportunity for 
students to participate in on-campus EASD electives such as sports and arts programming. 

• Asynchronous Learning — This option is designed for students to be totally virtual learners. The  
program uses curriculum and coursework by the district’s chosen providers—Connections Learning, 
Gradpoint, and Fuel Education. The Asynchronous Learning Option is a full-time at-home learning option  
for students and families. 

• Hybrid Learning — This EVA model combines the best of face-to-face instruction and online instruction for a 
blended learning experience. Students can choose their own “blend” of online and face-to-face classes, for 
example, choosing to take the classes where they need to most support in a live setting and taking others 
where such support is not needed in a virtual setting. Students using this model visit the eLab for their online 
course times, working on site as well as from home as needed. The eLabs are located in the middle and high 
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school buildings. Placement for the eLab in student scheduling is by student study and/or administration and 
guidance counselor recommendation. 

• Learning Lab at Washington – The Learning Lab option provides flexibility in terms of course choice 
and pacing to students and families. The Lab is open from 8 a.m.–8:30 p.m. Monday through Friday for 
on-demand tutoring or for more consistent scheduled practice and support. 

Dan Mahlandt, Coordinator of Virtual Learning for the district, is adamant about the role and importance of 
student choice for the model’s success. “Students and parents are not forced into any of the models we 
offer,” he says. “Student choice is key.”

Support for Individualization
The district did their homework in terms of preparation and support for the virtual program, which is seen as 
an extension of the district’s commitment to individualization for all students. The district began a 1:1 device 
initiative in 2013 and ended their three-year phase-in for the classroom technology in 2016. At the same 
time, the district introduced the Schoology LMS as its primary teaching platform. Network infrastructure and 
network access was addressed proactively to accommodate the accelerated use of learning technologies. 
The use of technology in the classrooms follows a “gradual release” model: students in grades K–3 have 
a 2:1 ratio of students to technology, demonstrating EASD’s philosophy of the importance of more direct 
teacher contact time at the primary levels. As students move into 4th grade, the classroom becomes a 1:1 
setting. In grades 5–12, EASD students have a dedicated device for their own on-campus and take-home 
use. The type of technology in use also changes based on learner need and appropriateness. Classrooms 
in K–6 use iPads, moving the Dell laptops in grades 7–12. Another unique component of EASD’s approach to 
digital learning is that students serve as tech support for the program and receive high school course credit 
for their work. 

The many levels of digital learning use available to students at Ephrata Area School District demonstrate 
the flexibility afforded by educational technologies. Currently, there are 72 student enrollments in the full-
time online program, and 85 students who take advantage of the part-time hybrid model supported by 
the EVA eLabs; 12 of these are students taking AP classes which were either not offered in the traditional 
high school’s schedule or which did not fit into the student’s individual bell schedule. The Washington Lab 
hosts an additional 81 students in the structured virtual program. An added benefit of EVA is that some 
of the Virtual Academy’s best practices have significantly informed the instruction within the face-to-face 
classrooms across the district. Some teachers have become early adopters of creating and using original 
digital content, extending their reach to students beyond the walls of the classroom. 

While Mr. Mahlandt admits that the effort has not been without its challenges, the impact of the virtual 
program has been overwhelming positive at helping the district meet needs of diverse learners, from high-
level athletes, to students with learning and social differences, to working students who need the extended 
hours and flexibility provided at Washington Lab. There has been a learning curve, not just for staff or 
students, but also in educating the greater community about the benefits of a more enhanced education 
that leverages technology. “We definitely made it a priority and expended effort in making the case to our 
community for digitally-enhanced education.”
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