
 Life Under the DL Umbrella 

First, a bit of a history lesson 

Broadly speaking Distributed Learning programs exist along a spectrum from teacher-structured and 
traditionally school-like to family-designed, individualized and flexible. Public school district DL 
programs, especially those with “Distance Education” in their names tend to be at the teacher-
structured end. They evolved from the correspondence school system that persisted until the turn of 
the 21st century, and are likely to consist of a self-paced package online or on paper with possible 
virtual classrooms. Public correspondence school usually consisted of the most basic boring material 
full of busy work, and was intended keep even elementary kids seated for five hours a day and 
therefore most parents envisioning home learning have tried to avoid it. But there seems to be some 
innovation happening in some of these schools. SIDES, NIDES, SCIDES, NBCDES, Burnaby Online 
and VBS online may be worth checking out. Usually they offer a part-time classroom for in-district 
students to give them a chance to work with teachers for extra help or do projects together. Parents 
in this Facebook group are overall less familiar with the Distance Education DL programs as they are 
less popular and aren’t usually discussed much here. (The “Life Under the DL Umbrella” description 
in the second half of this document is not representative of this type of DL program.)


But not all of the public school district DL programs evolved out of the correspondence school 
tradition. Beginning in the 90s some public district DLs started trying to do something different, 
notably eBus, based in the Nechako School District which first “invented” distributed learning. The 
intention was to be more innovative, not replicate the classroom at home, and let parents direct the 
program. So it looked more like registered homeschooling where parents were choosing material and 
reporting about what they were doing. The teachers’ role was in checking off of boxes of what BC 
curriculum outcomes were being met and in helping families procure resources. In the early years 
there was a lot of innovation and excitement as a number of independent schools and a few public 
school districts began imitating eBus’s flexible model.
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However as the popularity of DL programs grew, Ministry of Education scrutiny increased. The 
Ministry’s concern was that that the fairly substantial funding being provided to DL programs 
incentivized programs to enrol as many students as possible, wooing them with promises of 
“flexibility,” but if they largely left the enrolled families alone and provided very little with that funding 
other than passing along a cut, they could turn a tidy profit and put the surplus towards their bricks-
and-mortar students or administrative salaries or whatever. So the Ministry began tightening up 
expectations, asking for evidence of substantial support, engagement and oversight. Some of the 
new-style public DL programs, including eBus, responded by reverting to a more school-like 
approach, with more teacher directed material again, albeit with the option to have parents involved 
or to use curriculum material published for the homeschooling market, at least through the 
elementary grades. This puts them on the middle of the spectrum between ‘teacher-structured’ and 
‘family-directed.’


Meanwhile a few public districts and most of the independent DLs have worked to satisfy Ministry 
expectations while continuing to quietly innovate. Some still offer relaxed reporting requirements and 
allow families do their own thing with material published for homeschooling or with resources that 
aren’t especially curriculum-oriented. Of the public DLs, PiE from the Comox/Powell River, IDLC’s full 
time home learners option and Heartwood (sponsored by NIDES) quietly take this approach, as well 
as several of the small local-district-only programs. Most of the independent DL programs are also 
more towards the flexible end of the spectrum, with SelfDesign being perhaps the prototype of a 
highly flexible approach that can be as non- school-like as one would like. The only categorical 
difference between public and independent DL programs on the more flexible end of the spectrum is 
that the public ones cannot by law fund or provide religious education or materials.


Of course it is important to point out that with any of the moderately- to highly-flexible DL programs 
parents can use resources like Outschool.com (virtual classrooms for homeschoolers) or other 
experiences (field trips, projects, structured community-based learning like swim club, cadets or 
music lessons) to meet the core competencies or learning outcomes and report about it to the DL 
teacher. So parents don’t necessarily have to single-handedly create and administer every facet of 
their children’s learning program; much of it can be assembled in chunks from external sources. The 
inherent flexibility and ability to avoid excessive “school-at-home” busy- work is what makes these 
programs popular.


The final chapter in this history lesson pertains to the way various DL programs are responding to the 
COVID-19 situation. First, several/most of the Distance Education style programs have suspended 
their blended part-time classroom options or moved them online. Further, in a bid to support students 
displaced from traditional schools whose parents may have little interest in or ability to implement a 



home learning program, some of the more flexible DL programs are moving to offer a more teacher-
structured school-like model for those who need it. Obviously the situation is very much in flux, and it 
is important to get accurate up-to-date information directly from the program(s) you are considering.


The following is a description of a fairly typical DL experience for the elementary years in a 
moderately or highly flexible program.




Life Under the DL Umbrella 

Sometime before Labour Day, you will be assigned a teacher. You and the teacher will confer about 
your child’s interests, learning needs and learning style, and about the type of home- learning 
approach you as a parent would like to use. The teacher will suggest curriculum, other resources, 
types of projects and activities that can help your child meet learning objectives for their school year. 
Together you and the teacher will craft a learning plan for your child. This plan will act as a guidepost, 
listing the main resources and types of activities you intend to make available to your child, but it 
won’t be fixed in stone and can be modified as needed through the year.


You will then gather the resources you collaboratively decided upon. Some may be available for loan, 
or through your local public library, or you might be able to access them for free online or through the 
program’s educational subscription. You may be able to use DL funding to pay for some things. 
Depending on what you want, you may have to purchase some resources or services yourself.


Some DL programs offer a blended model with a day or two a week in the classroom that can be part 
of your learning plan. Or they might have some online student forums or workshops that can enhance 
your at-home learning. Some programs also offer online courseware or pre- packaged course 
material in some subjects; this more likely as students get closer to entering the high school diploma 
program at the Grade 10 level.


As the year begins, you will then guide your child according to the learning plan you’ve helped create. 
The implementation of that plan is up to you. You might want to set a schedule, or you might prefer a 
more organic approach that adjusts to your child’s motivation and energy. If you wish to have a 
weekday routine of academic seat-work you will probably find that a kindergarten child will spend 
about 30 minutes a day at this type of learning, while a Grade 4 student might spend an hour or two 
a day. Things like life skills, physical activity, nature study, creativity, crafting, informal field trips, self-
directed science or building projects, bedtime stories, household chores, watching videos, 



imaginative play and socializing will fill the remainder of your days and will satisfy many learning 
expectations, especially in the younger grades.


The daily flow will vary a lot from family to family, according to the temperament and age of the child, 
and the educational philosophy and logistical circumstances of the parents. You will find your flow 
through trial and error, and you might be surprised how little it ends up following a typical school 
schedule.


Your teacher will be in touch with you (electronically) on average about once a week. Some weeks 
you might just touch base with an informal chat. From time to time, whether weekly or less often, you 
will submit a report, via email or some sort of internet portal, about the learning activities your child 
has done, progress accomplished, obstacles overcome, connections made, skills mastered. Some of 
this reporting could be in the form of scans of written work, photographs, videos, written narrative 
reports by parent or child, or a Skype or phone call.


And that’s really all there is to it. The year will percolate along, with waxing and waning progress and 
productivity, and weeks of chaos or frustration. If you’re struggling, your teacher is there to be a 
sounding board and a resource, someone to suggest a change of course or a way to double back to 
something that worked well before, or to be the person who tells you you’re doing fine, it’s normal, 
and you shouldn’t hold yourself to impossible standards. The teacher is also responsible for creating 
your child’s report cards so that their school record is complete and there is evidence to prove that 
they were involved in overseeing your child’s education, in case the Ministry of Education should ever 
ask.
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