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The Virtual High School at Prince Williams County Schools 
in Virginia serves a wide range of schools and students 
with online courses for students, and extensive support for 
traditional teachers and schools.
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Headquartered in Manassas, Virginia, Prince William County 
Schools (PWCS) serves 87,793 PreK–12 students across 94 
schools. Just over 30 miles away from Washington, DC, the 
suburban area is home to many military and government families. 
PWCS was one of the early adopters of the online course access 
movement. Its Virtual High School was established in 2000; the 
program opened its doors in 2001 with just one teacher and 
offered three courses. Today, the program has grown significantly 
using innovative partnerships, and the district has emphasized 
both the rigor and the rewards of being an online learner. In 2013, 

PWCS’s Virtual High School program was recognized with a Digital Content and Curriculum Achievement 
Award for its innovation and hard work to implement digital content and curriculum. 

Targeted Design for Quality Online Learning
The PWCS Virtual High School program has continued to grow on this solid foundation and currently 
offers 28 courses in their catalog, which is by design according to Ms. Gina Jones, who serves as the 
Administrative Coordinator of Virtual High School@PWCS. Ms. Jones explains that the school develops 
and designs its courses in house using both subject matter experts and instructional designers. Course 
development is driven by needs assessments to inform their development timeline, with a focus on courses 
that meet student and school needs.

As of the summer of 2018, the Virtual High School had over 1,850 students annually. Many of these are 
either incoming freshman students getting their Health and PE requirements done early or seniors doing 
the same for Economics and Personal Finance. The Virtual High School offers additional support for 
the district’s high school design; all high schools in PWCS have specialty programs that operate on the 
academy model. Opportunities range from the Center for Information Technology, hosted at two district 
high schools, the Center for Biotechnology & Engineering, Center for International Studies and Languages, 
and an International Baccalaureate Focus, among others. Students in 9th through 12th grade in the district 
may choose to attend the general comprehensive program at their base high school, attend the specialty 
program at their base high school, or may apply to a specialty program at another high school within the 
district. Because the academic course load is fairly rigorous in the specialty programs, many students take 
online courses in order to free up face-to-face scheduling flexibility. 

Ms. Jones credits much of the program’s success to the early work that the district did to create consistency 
and high standards across the course content. The VHS staff has worked closely with the district’s 
Curriculum Supervisors to ensure content alignment across both virtual and face-to-face classes across the 
district. The school utilizes a uniform class template and design, as well as hiring teachers and designers 
from both inside and outside of the county to create a cohesive student experience. VHS also works closely 
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with their school partners in PWCS and gets to know their needs and how they can help support them. For 
example, says Ms. Jones, one school may struggle with overcrowding, while another might have a hard time 
staffing teachers for more advanced or specialized classes. PWCS Virtual offers several option plans for 
school partnerships; there is a full service model in which the VHS teacher serves as the teacher of record, 
and there is also a franchise model in which the schools use their own teacher but take advantage of the 
content and learning platform provided by VHS. Teachers working with VHS on behalf of their school take a 
seven week required Online Teaching Methodology course which provides instruction in the technology as 
well as the pedagogy for supporting online learners. 

Like the schools the program serves, VHS full time student body has a diverse range of needs. Some are 
from military families, who move often and may have gaps in their high school credits. These students can 
choose to continue on with PWCS Virtual High School even after their family has to move, opting to finish 
high school with the district rather than having yet another academic transition. Others may face intense 
social anxiety or health issues that make a traditional classroom environment difficult to navigate. 

Ms. Jones also credits the success of VHS to its solid instructional model. For students enrolled in the VHS 
high school, the academic rigor becomes clear very early on. Students attend a face-to-face orientation as 
well as completing an online course orientation for a blended orientation and early preparation experience. 
The courses themselves include synchronous live lessons that student must attend virtually — these run daily 
in summer and weekly in the fall and spring semesters. The synchronous sessions provide deep dives into 
content areas and group study opportunities, and help develop the student-teacher relationship. The VHS 
staff also recently started doing video assignments, having instructions/questions embedded in teacher-
created videos for greater engagement and accountability. The courses are designed with self-checks that 
are fully automated and which help demonstrate standards mastery for each chunk of content. These brief 
formative assessments can be a game, quiz, or interactive activity, but passing them unlocks the next chunk 
of content for the student. This is one way that teachers hold students accountable for pacing and content 
knowledge in the virtual school model. 

The Value of Partnership
The PWCS Virtual High School has also developed several strategic partnerships with area schools 
and institutions. For example, the Governor’s School @ Innovation Park functions in partnership with George 
Mason University to offer gifted students dual enrollment in STEM curriculum. Students can take courses with 
the VHS@PWCS to help meet application requirements resulting in increased participation in higher level 
math and science courses and acceptance into the GS@IP program. VHS is growing their world language 
course program by piloting course development in collaboration with the Italian Embassy to increase the 
availability of Italian courses and highly qualified instructors across the division. The program also works with 
the University of Virginia’s teacher prep courses by providing an integrated online teacher practicum for the 
university; participants work through a full session with the virtual high school under the supervision of the 
university and VHS staff.

VHS has learned many lessons along the way, says Ms. Jones. “Maintain high quality and clear expectations 
in terms of the rigor, pacing and rewards of taking an online class. Set high expectations from the start.”
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