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Below are a series of questions that have been 

addressed to me by various parents about the new 

direction of the distance learning program. I have 

attempted to answer them as clearly as I can in hope 

of providing answers to the questions. Clearly, some, 

or many, of the questions may come up during the 

Town Hall meeting with distance learning parents on 

Thursday, September 24
th

.    

 

QUESTIONS ON THE DISTANCE LEARNING PROGRAM 

 
1. How does the school expect only 2 teachers to address the needs of so many distant-learning kids 

who are at 9 different grade levels and different learning curves within each grade? Aren’t there 

hundreds of students learning from home? 

Answer: 
There are approximately 200 students in the distance learning program and approximately 1,200 students 

in the in-person learning program. Though the task will be daunting and challenging, the school district 

will be employing three, not two (as originally planned), teachers in the distance learning program who 

will have the ability to collaborate, meet, discuss, and plan instructional activities and as such, make 

instructional decisions for the students in the distance learning program. Further, all of our distance 

learning instructors will be working with age groups of students and grade levels of students that they 

have experience working with/taught, thus, giving them an idea as to what the school district’s scope and 

sequence is for individual grade levels. One teacher will work with K-2 students; one teacher will work 

with 3-5 students; and one teacher will work with 6-8 students. Finally, all three of the distance learning 

teachers have indicated a sincere interest in the program, a commitment to see the program work for 

distance learning students, and are willing to dedicate the time necessary to make the program work. I 

could not be more proud of Ms. Halden Sharkey, Ms. Erin Ellis, and Mr. Michael Straw (all highly 

respected master’s degree level professional educators) for wanting to make this program work for our 

students. 

 

2. I understand they will still be assigned to their homeroom teacher – but if the homeroom teachers 

aren’t able to help kids now – while learning the exact same material – how will they be able to 

help kids at different paces?  

Answer: 
All of our distance learning instructors will be working with age groups of students and grade levels of 

students that they have experience working with/taught thus, giving them an idea as to what the school 

district’s scope and sequence is for individual grade levels. Moreover, distance learning teachers will 

coordinate/periodically meet with grade level teachers (homeroom) to collaborate on lessons that are, yes, 

individualized to shore up areas of potential academic weakness while at the same time, provide learning 

opportunities aligned to in-person learning pacing guides. As such, distance learning students will remain 

on a homeroom teacher roster in the event that the distance learning student returns to in-person learning 

but while in the distance learning program, the student will be instructed by one of the three distance 

learning teachers. 

 

3. For kids who will do their school work during normal school hours – how will they get timely 

help? Homeroom teachers will be busy with in-person students who obviously have higher 

priority. Likewise – how will kids, who opt to do school in evenings or on weekends, get help in a 

timely matter? 
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Answer: 
As for students who opt to do homework assignments on the weekends or in the evenings (just like in-

person students do), all distance learning educators will set up structured office hours opportunities (one 

hour - Monday through Friday on days when school is in session) outside the normal school day as well 

as be on campus during the normal school day to work with distance learning students.  

 

4. I have concerns with educating kids with MobyMax. Face-to-face is just better. Some things just 

CAN’T be taught using emails and pre-recorded videos. People, kids especially, need immediate 

feedback. Digital messaging can never replace an actual conversation, no matter how robust the 

program is. 

Answer: 
I agree some things just cannot be taught using emails and pre-recorded videos. If all the school district 

was going to do was simply turn on the computer and have students work on lessons without any human 

interaction and/or a professional educator to contact and then receive directions, then I would think that 

whatever program the district used would be unsatisfactory. That is why the school district will be 

employing three teachers in the distance learning program who will have the ability to collaborate, meet, 

discuss, and plan instructional activities and as such, instructional decisions will be made by the three 

teachers who will be working with the students in the distance learning program.  Further, all of our 

distance learning instructors are working with age groups of students and grade levels of students that 

they have experience working with/taught thus, giving them an idea as to what the school district’s scope 

and sequence is for individual grade levels. 

 

5. If MobyMax is tailored to my child’s needs, and he quickly goes thru the lessons – how will he 

know when to stop?  

Answer: 
It will be up to the teacher working with the distance learning students (and parents as the case may be) to 

make the decisions on when to stop and when to keep going. 
 

6. Will his home-room teacher be assigning specific lessons for him to complete? 

Answer: 
All of our distance learning instructors will be working with age groups of students and grade levels of 

students that they have experience working with/taught thus, giving them an idea as to what the school 

district’s scope and sequence is for individual grade levels. They will be the ones to assign specific 

lessons for a student to complete.  

 
7. How will the online program match what is being taught in class? [IE: Will it be the same course 

material?] 

Answer: 
As previously stated, all of our distance learning instructors will be working with age groups of students 

and grade levels of students that they have experience working with/taught thus, giving them an idea as to 

what the school district’s scope and sequence is for individual grade levels. Moreover, distance learning 

teachers will coordinate/periodically meet with grade level teachers to collaborate on lessons that are, yes, 

individualized to shore up areas of potential academic weakness while at the same time, provide learning 

opportunities aligned to in-person learning pacing guides. 

 

8. If children fall behind, how will they catch up? 

Answer: 
The advantage of the new distance learning model is that instruction can be tailored to shore up individual 

learning concerns that students might have, hopefully, preventing a student from falling behind. All of our 
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distance learning instructors are working with age groups of students and grade levels of students that 

they have experience working with/taught thus, giving them an idea as to what the school district’s scope 

and sequence is for individual grade levels.  

 

9. MobyMax motto is “learn twice as fast” – if my child does all the work on Monday – do they not 

have school the rest of the week? 

Answer: 
Nice marketing catch phrase, to be sure! Some students may learn twice as fast; some may not. I simply 

do not know which students they might be. However, the school district will be employing three teachers 

in the distance learning program who will have the ability to make instructional decisions with and for the 

students in the distance learning program. I doubt that any student will work on Monday and then have 

the rest of the week off as you ask. 

 

10. Will there be a limit to what they learn each day/week/month? How does the program know how 

to reach said limit to prevent burn out? 

Answer: 
If all there was going to be in the distance learning program was a computer and no personal interaction 

between an actual human teacher and a student that would be a problem without an ability to be 

addressed. However, instructional decisions will be made by the three teachers who will be working with 

the students in the distance learning program.  

 

11. I know you don’t have a crystal ball – but what happens next year? If my student excels in 

MobyMax and is learning past his grade-level, does he skip a grade-level? Or will he be stuck re-

learning material and become extremely bored with school? 

Answer: 
The answer to that is the same answer as it would be for any student involved in the in-person learning 

model that has demonstrated academic acceleration potential. Should the school district have a student 

that is clearly academically performing above grade level, our teachers and administrators have been great 

at identifying that student and differentiating the instruction and classwork material/requirements to 

challenge that student. In the past, we have had students doing classwork assignments outside the regular 

classroom assignment curriculum scope and sequence. We have had students participate in online course 

work outside the regular classroom assignment scope and sequence. And, we have had students attend 

some high school classes while still in middle school based on their academic proficiency. 

 

12. Please provide more information about how the MobyMax curriculum compares to the in-person 

curriculum. 

Answer: 
Both are aligned to Montana state standards. As to which is better, in my opinion, I prefer in-person 

learning to any type of distance learning model that the school district would employ provided that in-

person learning is not diluted in terms of instructional time by having to address both in-person learning 

and distance learning simultaneously. But, the decision for a student to be involved in the in-person 

model or the distance learning model is a parent decision, not mine at this point, and I respect that 

decision. Can a student receive a meaningful educational experience with the distance learning model that 

is being proposed? The answer is yes. Can a student experience a meaningful school experience with in-

person learning? Again, the answer is yes.  

 

13. Children are typically graded the same as their peers because they are all learning the same 

material. If one child is working ahead of others but then gets stuck – what would their grade be? 

I don’t understand how grading will be done fairly. Please explain how the grading will work. 
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School grades should not be like participation ribbons, grades need to accurately reflect their 

knowledge of grade-level material. The pass/fail option should not be implemented. 

Answer: 
School board policy #2422 states that “in order to increase the flexibility of the District’s resources, the 

Board authorizes the inclusion in the District’s Average Number Belonging counts of students who may 

be enrolled in a program providing fewer than the required aggregate hours of pupil instruction required 

under Montana law if the student has demonstrated proficiency in the content ordinarily covered by the 

instruction.  For purposes of this policy and the District’s ability to seek additional funding under 

Montana law based upon a student’s demonstrating proficiency, “proficiency” is defined as mastering 

district curriculum content and district courses based upon the district’s assessment standard of a 

letter grade of “C” or a percentage score of 70% or greater as well as obtaining a percentage score 

of 40% or better on the NWEA’s Measurement of Academic Progress assessment.  A student’s time 

in a school classroom shall not be considered for determining proficiency.  The determination of 

proficiency shall be made concurrent with the deadline for submission of grades for any course.” 

 

As such, the distance learning teachers will use their judgment, based on a level of mastery that they will 

have the ability to set for their distance learning students (just like teachers working with in-person 

students), as to grades students will receive. 

 

14. If things (COVID) improve after Q1, Q2.. etc and my child is able to return to school, what 

happens if they are not on the same level as in-person students? 

Answer: 
All of our distance learning instructors will be working with age groups of students and grade levels of 

students that they have experience working with/taught thus, giving them an idea as to what the school 

district’s scope and sequence is for individual grade levels. Moreover, distance learning teachers will 

coordinate/periodically meet with grade level teachers to collaborate on lessons that are, yes, 

individualized to shore up areas of potential academic weakness while at the same time, provide learning 

opportunities aligned to in-person learning pacing guides. 

 

15. If he’s behind, how will he get caught up? 

Answer: 
See pervious answer 

 

16. If he’s ahead, will he sit bored in-class waiting for new material? 

Answer: 
See previous answer 

 

17. Does the MobyMax route have real people looking at my child’s work?  Some assignments today 

require my child to take photos of their work for their teacher’s review/grading. How does 

MobyMax work with written work assignments (book reports, essays.. etc). Not all learning can 

be accomplished via multiple choice questions. 

Answer: 
Yes. As previously stated, Hellgate Elementary will be hiring three distance learning teachers from its 

existing teaching staff to work with grade levels of students. One teacher will work with K-2 students; 

one teacher will work with 3-5 students; and one teacher will work with 6-8 students. Periodically, as 

lessons might suggest, all teachers will augment the MobyMax lessons with written constructed response 

lessons that will involve, yes, more than multiple choice questions. Even MobyMax has response 

opportunities that involve short answer, potentially short paragraph responses that are consistent with 

what the school district tries to instill in its students with respect to Smarter Balanced written responses. 
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18. How long will kids be expected to use MobyMax for their education? Is this a year-long 

commitment? Semester-to-Semester? Or will it be changed again after 7 days of instruction? 

Answer: 
Every child involved in the distance learning program can come back to in-person learning any time they 

wish to come back. The distance learning model will continue throughout the school year as long as there 

are students and families interested in that model of educational delivery. From my perspective, I do not 

believe  that the educational delivery model that the school district will use, from this point forward, 

regardless of Covid-19 or not, will ever go back to straight in-person educational delivery without a 

distance learning option being made available to parents. 

 

As to whether I would recommend another change in delivery after seven days, if administrators and 

teachers came to me, as they did, with concerns over the current distance learning delivery model and 

expressed concern that the model we are employing is simply not working for both in-person students and 

distance learning students, then yes, I would work to find an alternative program to meet the needs of in-

person and distance learning students. 

 

19. Can you please look at including another option? Suggestion: shift the in-person students around 

to free up grade-level teachers in each grade who can still do live-stream classes to an entire on-

line class? 

Answer: 
I have made the recommendation, and stand by that recommendation, to the school board that this is the 

direction the school district needs to go for our distance learning program to provide instructional 

opportunities for both our 200 distance learning students and our 1,200 in-person learning students. The 

loss of instructional time trying to do both programs simultaneously has become a significant issue even 

as early as seven days into the original program for both groups of students. 

 

20. Live-streaming of classes, like what was used by some teachers last spring, worked very well. 

Mr. Bixby was fantastic at keeping a consistent schedule and interacting with kids online. With 

the shortened schedule as it is, the additional time would allow on-line teachers one-on-one time 

(via Google meet) to help kids who are in need of additional instruction. If I decide to send my 

child back to school for in-person instruction and COVID breaks out in his class, per previous 

protocols, the class would likely be quarantined at home.  How does that class continue their 

education? Would they need to start using MobyMax? 

Answer: 
If the school district needs to close due to Covid-19, all of the students would be placed into the 

MobyMax program. As of today, all students are currently registered in the program. All students, both 

in-person and distance learning students, will take a diagnostics placement assessment to identify areas of 

strength and areas of academic concern. From that assessment, an individualized education plan (a 

differentiated instructional plan to coin the term that our administrators and teachers use in trying to 

accommodate the various student learning levels that they have in their classrooms, whether were 

involved with Covid-19 or not) will be developed for each student.  

 

21. From the notice: “take your child on a trip”??  The whole reason we are not sending our children 

to in-person instruction is to avoid contact with others who may potentially be spreading COVID-

19. If parents who want to take their kids on a trip or go places are causing this change in 

instruction, I feel no compassion. They should have opted to officially “homeschool” their child. 

I’m keeping my child home for a reason – not so they can have time-off or take trips for fun. 

Answer:  
No one is implying that you are keeping your child at home for any reason nor making judgments on what 

you, as a parent, believe or not believe is important to your child. However, just as you have ideas on how 
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education should go for your child, there are over 1,500 children in the school district and each has a 

parent that may or may not share the same ideas as you as to what constitutes a meaningful school 

experience for their child and/or what their individual home situation is like. To some of our parents, the 

opportunity to take their child on an outing to explore nature in a real-time setting is important. To some 

of our parents, the opportunity to take their child to visit a grandparent or a relative and still be able to 

work on their individual school lessons is important. To some of our parents, who do not have the ability 

to provide for outside childcare and/or who do not have relatives and/or close family friends available in 

the community when family emergencies arise, the flexibility of the new distance learning model where 

synchronous and/or asynchronous learning can occur is appealing. None of these situation may apply to 

your particular family circumstance and that is great. But, decisions, and thus recommendations I must 

make, have to take into account considerations of situations involving the families of all of our students 

and make those decisions based on what I believe to be the best for the greatest number of students and 

families. 

 

22. I understand parents who don’t want their child online on a screen 6 hours a day. I am a parent 

who absolutely limits a child’s screen time. BUT – using technology (screens) to learn and 

interact with real people in a classroom-type setting is NOT the same as 6 hours of video 

games.  The current real-time interaction, via a screen, is not the same as watching videos. Using 

MobyMax just added artificial screen time. 

Answer: 
I agree. If all the school district was going to do was simply turn on the computer and have students work 

on lessons without any human interaction, then I would think that whatever program the district used 

would be unsatisfactory. But, the school district, as previously stated will be committing three educators 

to the program to work with students in the program and provide the human interaction that the school 

district believes is necessary. 

 

23. I chose to commit to 9-weeks of distant learning to provide my child (and myself) consistency 

during the health crisis. I didn’t want to wake up every day, check for a runny nose, cough or 

congestion (all of which are hitting us hard with the smoke this week) and not know day-to-day 

whether or not my child would be home or in-person.  

Answer: 
I understand your concern about the health, welfare, and safety of your child. I believe that the distance 

learning model the school district is moving toward will provide a meaningful school experience for your 

child and still allow you to have your child to remain at home.  

 

24. Changing the plan, after only 7 days into a 9-week commitment, seems rather sudden and I don’t 

feel like the live streaming process has really been given a chance. 

Answer: 
Principals and/or program directors supported this switch in distance learning methodology. The Hellgate 

Elementary Education Association spoke at the September 14, 2020 school board meeting in support and 

in favor of this adjustment to the distance learning instructional model. No recommendations and/or 

decisions were ever reached in a vacuum. They were based on input from many different sources that 

believed that to continue with the current distance learning model would be educational harmful for both 

the in-person students and the distance learning students. Would it have been far easier for me to simply 

ignore those recommendations for adjustment and simply continue with the distance learning model as 

implemented when school began? Yes, no question. But based on the information I received from 

principals and teachers, a change was needed and needed quickly. 
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In my opinion, the rationale for the move to the new distance learning model can be summarized by this 

email I received from a Hellgate Elementary teacher: 

 

“I really appreciate the fact we are being blessed with online facilitators for the distance learners.  I 

cannot adequately express the relief I feel.  It has been challenging.  It isn’t impossible, but very 

difficult to reach all learners. Thank you for your decision to move forward with a new plan.  In my 

opinion, I will better serve the students.  I enjoy seeing their little faces online and I do what I can to 

make it fun and engaging.   However, I can’t help but feel I am failing them at some level.“ 


