Staying virtual into the spring
Last week, the Pottstown School
Board voted 6-2 to extend virtual
learning at all grade levels
through the third marking period in April.
Because remote learning
started last March 16, that
means students will be
learning virtually for more
than a year.
Prior to last week’s board
meeting, families were surveyed to see how many students
would be interested in returning to
school using a hybrid model —
virtual learning at certain times and
in-person classes at other times.
I was struck by how few students
wanted to return to in-person education (see the chart below right).
It was also interesting that the
one hybrid program we have been
offering, for career technology students at the high school, lost about
half its enrollment after the holiday
break. Apparently students preferred all-virtual after trying hybrid.
Many school districts reported
parents started to switch their children to cyber charter schools when
in-person schooling ended, but that
hasn’t been the case in Pottstown.
As the chart at bottom shows, our
enrollment has been remarkably
stable. The only group to see a significant drop in enrollment is our own separate
virtual learning program.
The district has a pandemic task force, meeting
regularly since last summer, which overwhelmingly recommends we
stay virtual through the
third marking period.
Two of my school
board colleagues, Steve
Kline and Laura Johnson, voted to go to hybrid
for elementary school

students starting in February. They are
concerned, as we all are, with the students who are struggling at home.
Our principals surveyed their
teachers and came up with a number of students (shown in the chart
below) who are failing and would
come back to in-person classes if they could. It’s less
than 8 percent, which is troubling, but not as bad as I
might have imagined.
Superintendent Stephen Rodriguez
assured the school board the district
will figure out a way to engage these
students and meet their needs even as
we stay virtual.
Some concerns: Even with hybrid
available, most families prefer virtual.
We have a teacher shortage, including a substitute shortage. We have
teachers who could be excused for
medical reasons if we went back to inperson classes, exacerbating the shortage. The teachers’ union opposes a
return to in-person instruction.
We could have sudden mandatory
closures, as other districts have experienced. And pandemic or no, the world
is going more virtual all the time. To
me, virtual remains the best option.
Tom Hylton is a member of the Pottstown
School Board. However, the views expressed are his alone and not the board’s.
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GOING VIRTUAL has had very little effect on Pottstown’s enrollment.

