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Jamey Fitzpatrick, president 
and CEO of Michigan Virtual.
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Technology is changing the way students learn, 
but high-tech education professionals say they’re 
not planning to replace traditional classrooms 
anytime soon. Parents, teachers and school 
staff members know how often students use 
technology for learning in evolving ways, like 
using their personal tablets for research or a 
school-owned desktop computer to write a report.

However, some students do all their learning by 
computer, and most students don’t have a more 
personal option.

“There’s a place for kids to meet with teachers, 
but do they have to meet physically or via 
Skype?” asked Matthew Anderson, chief brand 
officer of LifeTech Academy, a public charter 
“cyber school” based in Lansing. 

Students enrolled in LifeTech each work at home 
on an iPad, given to them by the school. They 
have about 220 students enrolled, mostly from the 
Lansing and Adrian areas. A lot of their students 
are home-schooled, while others are disabled or 
live far away from any school building.

Michigan Virtual (MV) is another “cyber 
school,” though it’s more tied to school systems 
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A blend of online and traditional classes
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LifeTech Academy, serving grades 7-12, is a free public charter cyber school educating youth 
based on their personal interests in a blended learning environment by providing hands-on 

learning opportunities with strategic partners. To learn more, visit LifeTechAcademy.org.
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than LifeTech. MV classes are often in a school 
building, but the class itself is online: perhaps 
the student is sitting in the school library with a 
computer while their friends are in classrooms. 
Michigan Virtual offers over 200 classes, from 
accounting to world religions and all at middle 
and high school levels. Most participating 
students don’t have certain classes available to 
them through their primary school district or 
their schedules mean they can’t take a required 
class like English or math when it’s offered. 

MV has about 91,000 students throughout the 
state that have taken one or more of their classes. 
The courses are self-taught in a sense; students 
must log on to their electronic classroom, read 

directions and work all on their own. Teachers, 
renamed mentors or learning facilitators, are 
available via text, email or videoconferencing 
to answer questions and keep students on track, 
by making sure they’re attending classes. Joe 
Friedhoff, vice president of MV, said a student 
can put an MV class on a college transcript.

There’s plenty of electronic learning available 
outside of formal classes, too. A Massive Open 
Online Course (MOOC) is exactly what the 
name describes: classes available to anyone — 
even defined as subscribers to a website — that 
go into more detail than a typical YouTube 
video. Sites like Udacity offer computer 
programming and basic science courses, 

while others, such as Khan Academy, feature 
kindergarten through 12th grade-level classes in 
math and science.

Cyber schools bridge the gap between MOOCs 
and traditional classrooms, proponents say. An 
online education series can offer training in 
a discipline, but it usually isn’t an accredited 
school that “meets acceptable levels of quality,” 
as recognized by the U.S. Department of 
Education. MV classes are seen by colleges as 
more legitimate than MOOCs.

There’s also the issue of personal relationships: 
a YouTube video is easy to watch, but students 
can’t directly ask questions of the instructor 
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in the video. But teachers are an email or text 
away to answer questions in a cyber school, 
similar enough to a traditional classroom to be 
efficient. Jamey Fitzpatrick, president and CEO 
of MV, called it “high touch” education.

“We have teachers who say they develop deeper 
relationships online,” Fitzpatrick said, adding 
that students who are uncomfortable speaking in 
class are sometimes better at communicating in 
other ways.

Neither MOOCs nor cyber schools are trying to 
replace traditional classes, but instead show that a 
relationship is one of partnership. They’re offering 
additional training, as well as courses that better fit 
students’ schedules to provide something a student 
couldn’t get ordinarily. Anderson said this thinking 
gives LifeTech the flexibility to customize 
its education into something that more aligns 
with student interest. He gave an example of 
a student interested in space travel that learns 
geometry related to planetary orbits, instead of 
simply busywork for math problems.

The goal of MV has always been to help 
students who can’t get what they need in a 
traditional classroom. Now that successful 

programs are in place, the next step is to 
encourage more people to utilize them. 
Claiming a “low-level awareness” of cyber 
schools — parents simply don’t know the 
options out there for their children. Parents who 
teach at home often only find online programs 
once they feel there is nothing else to teach.

“Parents recognize they’re not professional 
educators,” Fitzpatrick said. “It’s also for 
students disengaged from the system. They’re 
spending extra hours on bus rides, because 
they’re going to a school where their zip code 
says they have to go.”

Anderson said there’s a separate conversation 
starting in education in regard to the nature 

of what’s taught. Even if teachers are still 
necessary in a virtual classroom, what they 
are teaching could change, from basic facts to 
teaching students how to learn. 

“If we can just ask Siri, ‘Who won the Civil 
War?’ how much do you need to know about the 
Civil War?” Anderson said.

LifeTech has professional relationships with 
more than a dozen businesses in the Lansing 
area and beyond, like the Greater Michigan 
Construction Academy and M3 Group — parent 
publisher of Greater Lansing Business Monthly 
— where students can talk with professionals in 
relevant industries. It’s more of an emphasis on 
learning skills than memorizing facts.

Neither MOOCs nor cyber schools are trying to replace 
traditional classes, but instead show that a relationship is 

one of partnership. They’re offering additional training, 
as well as courses that better fit students’ schedules to 

provide something a student couldn’t get ordinarily.


