
May  2026         Issue 43

www.deelac.com

Nellie Christian and Steve Blair, Access Learning

R E S O U R C E S

Virtual learning partnerships often struggle when schools
view virtual courses as outsourced instruction rather than
an integrated instructional strategy. In these transactional
models, responsibilities are unclear, communication is
inconsistent, and accountability gaps emerge, leaving
students without the coordinated support they need.
Leadership plays a critical role in disrupting this pattern by
reframing virtual learning as a shared endeavor that
requires intentional structures, active engagement, and
joint ownership.

Effective leaders establish partnership clarity by defining
shared responsibilities between the school and the virtual
learning provider. Such responsibilities include clear
expectations for communication, data review, student
monitoring, and support roles, particularly for facilitators
and school-based staff. When leaders normalize virtual
learning as part of the school’s instructional ecosystem, it
becomes embedded in existing systems of accountability,
student support, and culture instead of operating on the
margins.

To operationalize this shift, leaders must move from
reactive problem-solving to proactive ownership. Building
school-level teams that champion virtual learning;
implementing consistent data-driven check-ins; and using
practical tools, such as partnership checklists, to translate
expectations into action. When leadership models
ownership and collaboration, partnerships evolve from
compliance-based arrangements into strategic alliances
that improve communication, strengthen student support,
and drive long-term success.
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Nellie Christian, Ed.D.
 Director of ACCESS Virtual Learning at The University of Alabama, Nellie Christian leads a
program serving 10,000 students with 250+ teachers across grades 6–12. With experience in
K–12 and higher education, she focuses on student support systems, SEL, MTSS, and crisis
response. She is a national presenter and contributor to virtual education standards, with an
Ed.D. in Educational Leadership focused on crisis leadership.

Steve Blair
 Program Administrator for ACCESS Virtual Learning with the Alabama State Department of
Education, Steve Blair supports virtual learning centers and serves as a key contact for district
leaders statewide. A former U.S. Air Force member, he brings 27 years in education across
teaching, technology, and program leadership roles. He holds undergraduate and graduate
degrees from Auburn University Montgomery.

Trade Secrets

Partnerships fail when ownership is assumed
instead of defined.
Leaders must treat virtual learning like any
other instructional program that includes
teams, routines, and accountability.
Build shared leadership and backup support.
Schedule regular, predictable communication
between school staff and providers.
Use a checklist to move expectations from
“understood” to documented and visible.
Culture follows Leadership - Building
champions for virtual learning begins with
leadership.

Virtual Learning Partnership Checklist – an example of a
practical tool outlining shared responsibilities,
communication expectations, and support strategies

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1Mm3YpjD7DArFXRl4zGW-m-UB1H4BV_9z?usp=sharingCoaching%20Conversations-%20Transforming%20Your%20School%20One%20Conversation%20at%20a%20Time%20(Gross,%20L.%20M.,%20&%20Reilly,%20M.%20F.%20(2010).%20Coaching%20Conversations.%20Corwin%20Press.)
https://alabama.box.com/s/0ya2immg3b7kw2aij6p9q4flcdaonu4j
https://nsqol.org/the-standards/quality-online-programs/
https://nsqol.org/the-standards/quality-online-programs/
https://nsqol.org/the-standards/quality-online-programs/
https://nsqol.org/the-standards/quality-online-programs/
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