
Rural Math Excel Partnership Update

Year Two Progress
The Rural Math Excel Partnership (RMEP*) is making significant 
progress in our second full year of implementation. The teachers, 
parents, and communities are making important progress toward 
our ultimate goal: to develop a model of shared responsibility that 
supports success of middle and high school students in founda-
tional math courses as preparation for pursuing at least a postsec-
ondary technician level credential in STEM-H careers. The purpose 
of this newsletter is to update stakeholders and supporters on key 
activities of the project, such as teacher training, community out-
reach, technology development, and the external evaluation. 

We learned in our first year of implementation that each commu-
nity and school division engages math education, technology in-
tegration, and community outreach in very different ways. There-
fore, efforts to develop the model of shared responsibility must be 
unique to the circumstances and needs of each school and com-
munity. 

There is much more detail related to the implementation of the 
RMEP program. More information can be found at the RMEP web-
site, http://www.rmepva.com. Please contact Mr. Paul Nichols, 
Project Director, if you have further questions. 
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Teacher Training 
VASS developed a two-day training opportunity for Algebra 1, 
Geometry, Algebra 2, and Algebra, Functions, and Data Analysis 
(AFDA) teachers in each of the six school divisions. During the train-
ing, teachers’ activities included matching math competencies 
with STEM-H occupations, accessing teacher instructional support 
in RMEP, teaching relevant math problems used by STEM-H tech-
nicians in the workplace, using tablets & MARI app with students, 
and using the Math Advanced Studies Guide. Teachers also met in 
vertical teams to determine where the new lessons would fit in the 
school math curriculum. In an effort to accommodate all teachers, 
VASS scheduled four training sessions over the summer. Teachers 
could choose from the following training locations: Prince Edward 
County High School in Farmville on June 25-26; SVHEC in South 
Boston on July 8-9; Fieldale-Collinsville Middle School in Henry 
County on July 15-16; and Central Office in Martinsville on July 22-
23. An additional one-day session was held on September 12th at 
the SVHEC for new hires or teachers who were unable to attend 
a summer session. Consequently, all teachers of the four math 

courses in the six school divisions completed training.

Findings from SRI’s evaluation activities indicate that partici-
pating teachers were highly satisfied with their experiences in 
the VASS-sponsored activities. In particular, teachers reported 
a high level of buy-in and understanding of their role in the 
model of shared responsibility and greater understanding of 
the importance of math skills to college and career success. 
Community teams also reported high levels of agreement with 
the goals of the project. In addition, parents and students who 
attended RMEP-related events reported high levels of under-
standing, satisfaction, and agreement with the information 
and resources provided during the events. However, findings 
indicate that teachers and community liaisons face several 
challenges in successfully carrying out their roles in the model 
of shared responsibility. RMEP staff and partners will be ad-
dressing these challenges in year three of the project.

Teacher Support and Family Math Nights
During the fall of 2014, project staff provided extensive sup-
port to teachers. VASS staff visited schools to help students set 
up Khan Academy and MARi accounts. Many changes made 
to MARi since the teachers completed training in the summer 
required additional staff visits to schools, as well as email com-
munications to help teachers navigate through the site. Direc-
tions on how to make assignments and view reports were con-
veyed to teachers. There was also a need to troubleshoot issues 
with MARi and tablets.   

During the fall semester, 13 of the 14 project schools held a 
Family Math Night (FMN). In these events, VASS staff joined 
teachers in presenting information to parents and family mem-
bers of students. The agenda for each FMN included a Power-
Point presentation about the project and shared responsibility 
roles of teachers, parents/guardians, and the community; dis-
cussions by technicians on how math is used in the workplace; 
demonstrations on using MARi and Khan Academy technology; 
demonstrations of websites with resources for students and 
parents; and reviews of the Dream It! Do It! Virginia and Vir-
ginia Education Wizard resources. Food and door prizes were 
included at each event. Turnout varied at each event. However, 
parents were very engaged and asked numerous questions.

*RMEP is an Investing in Innovation (i3) development grant of the US Department of Education led by Virginia Advanced Study Strategies (VASS) in partnership with six rural communities 
and school divisions in Southern Virginia. The six communities are the counties of Charlotte, Cumberland, Halifax, Henry, and Prince Edward, and the City of Martinsville. 
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Community Teams Make Progress
Community teams in each of the five counties continued to evolve 
ideas for holding an event(s) that help parents and their children 
understand why math is important to the future success of all 
students and the community. The team in Henry County planned 
a STEM careers and math focus for students in Henry County and 
Martinsville City schools. The event was held on Sept. 28, 2014 at 
the Sports Complex in Martinsville as part of the Youth Passport 
Challenge. Students and parents could chose to rotate among 
the many stations and exhibits to learn about STEM careers and 
the importance of success in mathematics courses such as Alge-
bra I. Numerous representatives of businesses and community 
organizations, including the major of Martinsville, shared infor-
mation with students at the exhibit stations. 

Community teams in Cumberland and Prince Edward counties 
joined forces in planning an event for their students. The teams 
held the joint event on February 7, 2015, at the United Methodist 
Church in Farmville. The county 4-H leader traveled with Cum-
berland County students on a school bus to the Farmville loca-
tion. Joining students from Prince Edward County, students and 
parents participated in large group and small team activities, 
and lunch. An investment broker demonstrated how mathemat-
ics was important in deciding how to make money decisions. In 
group activities, a cannery business manager led activities for 
students to calculate ingredients and make a highly nutritious 
“trail mix.” Another community volunteer led students in calcu-
lating energy use in the home, emphasizing both saving money 
and sustaining the natural environment where we live. A profes-
sor of mathematics from Longwood University assisted students 
working in five teams to build a rocket propulsion device that 
each team demonstrated in the parking lot. Students made cal-
culations in angle adjustments as their team strived to have the 
rocket travel a certain distance and land “with food supplies on a 
small island.”

The Charlotte County community team partnered with math 
teachers to pursue a “Math at Work in Our Community” activity. 
Math teachers asked their students to interview one person who 
lived in the community about how the person used mathematics 
at work. Each student who completed and returned an interview 
card designed by the community team received a small gift. Al-
most 200 cards were returned by students enrolled in four math 
courses (Algebra I, Algebra II, Algebra Functions & Data Analysis, 
or Geometry) during fall and spring semesters. The community 
team then planned a STEM careers event using information from 

the cards. The event, which includes a free dinner, exhibits by 
selected members of the Chamber of Commerce, and a panel of 
persons interviewed by the students, and special recognitions 
is being held on March 12, 2015, at Charlotte County Middle 
School.

The Halifax County community team is partnering with the 
Chamber of Commerce and others to hold an event later in the 
spring for students enrolled in the four math courses. All com-
munity teams incorporate opportunities for special prizes and or 
recognition for those who participate in the events. Also, com-
munity teams participate in the RMEP project evaluation, using 
the feedback of students and parents or other family members 
to make the next event better. RMEP staff appreciates the ef-
forts of 4-H youth leaders and other community members who 
are striving to plan and conduct events that support student 
success in mathematics.

RMEP Website Gets Views
The RMEP was built 
and running in time 
for the teachers to 
use during their train-
ing. In addition to 
general information 
about the program, 
the website contains 
a portal that only 
teachers and approved users can access. The portal provides 
links to specific information that was covered during training 
and material that can be accessed in the classroom as needed. 
Such material includes the PowerPoint presentation, meeting 
agenda for Family Math Night, and the Math Guide. Web traffic 
to the RMEP site has been steady for the period of Jan 1-Dec 31, 
2014. Participant use has grown significantly since its creation. 
The graph shows growth in both number using and % of return 
users from 2014 to 2015.

Technology Challenges and Solutions
In year 2 of the RMEP project, VASS staff worked diligently to 
bridge the technology divide for math students in the 14 proj-
ect schools. A student must have access to internet in the home 
environment to complete online homework assignments at 
KhanAcademy.org. During the spring semester of 2014, several 
important milestones were achieved. 

VASS researched various strategies for providing internet ac-
cess to students in the home environment and found that the 
best way to do so would be through internet-enabled tablets. A 
contract was negotiated with Verizon Wireless to purchase 10-
inch Samsung Galaxy Tab 2 tablets with a shared monthly data 
plan. VASS researched a number of cloud-based mobile device 
management (MDM) solutions to track devices, make applica-
tion and configuration changes, filter web content, limit data 
usage, and troubleshoot devices through remote control fea-
tures. VASS purchased an MDM system with technical support 
from SOTI which includes Mobicontrol software on all devices 
and a cloud-based dashboard set up and managed by VASS 



staff. The first batch of 130 tablets were ordered and received 
in April 2014. Verizon and VASS staff worked together to ap-
ply screen protectors, fit tablets into protective cases, activate 
and set up tablets, and install Mobicontrol MDM software – 
one tablet at a time. 

VASS staff spent weeks working with Verizon and SOTI tech-
nicians to test the efficacy of the MDM solution. Testing was 
done to check web content filtering and data usage limits to 
ensure student online safety while browsing (compliance with 
Children’s Internet Protection Act) and to keep data plan costs 

within budget. Carney Labs re-
designed the MARi platform at 
MARi.com for use in the RMEP 
project. MARi acts as a portal 
for teachers to manage Khan 
Academy assignments and 
view student progress, and it 
provides an easy way for stu-

dents to access assignments and view their own progress. The 
Development Team teachers received training and support in 
using MARi; these six teachers and their students were given 
user accounts at MARi.com. Students in the six development 
team teacher’s math classes were surveyed to determine 
needs regarding internet access at home, and tablets were 
distributed to schools for pilot testing. The VASS staff worked 
with school division IT and central office administrators to de-
velop or revise policies and procedures regarding student use 
of devices outside of school and to test and resolve issues with 
division wireless networks to enable student use of tablets at 
school in addition to home use. Some schools were able to dis-
tribute tablets to students for testing by the end of the school 
year, and feedback was used to improve the technology and 
the process for distribution.

The Development Team teachers had select students partici-
pate in pilot testing on the MARi platform. Consequently, feed-
back from the students and teachers enabled Carney Labs to 
further refine MARi. Online surveys were developed and sent 
to schools to poll all math students regarding internet access 
at home in an effort to gather the data necessary for ordering 
tablets and setting them up prior to school starting in August. 
Most schools struggled to get these surveys completed with 
students due to end of year testing and other activities.

During the summer of 2014, VASS staff continued work to 
prepare for full project implementation in August. Based on 
preliminary but incomplete data from the online internet ac-
cess surveys, VASS ordered more tablets and worked with 
Verizon to get them set up prior to the start of school. VASS 
negotiated a contract with US Cellular to provide hotspots 
with monthly data plans for students living in areas that do 
not have adequate Verizon wireless service. More hotspot will 
be ordered and distributed to students on an as needed basis. 
Tablets were distributed to all math teachers during summer 
training, and teachers received training and assistance on us-
ing the tablets and the MARi platform. By mid-September, all 
project teachers were trained and had received tablets. Feed-
back from teachers at training was used to completely revamp 

the MARi platform to make it more user-friendly and more useful 
to teachers; instead of only using MARi to assign specific videos 
and assessments identified by the development team, teachers 
are now able to assign ANY Khan Academy videos/assessments 
that they deem useful in their classes. VASS staff continued test-
ing the MDM system on the tablets and communicating with 
school division IT personnel throughout the summer in an effort 
to implement early in the 2014-2015 school year.

In the fall semester of 2014, full RMEP project implementation 
began in all 14 project schools with 80 math teachers. As in all 
development projects, a number of unforeseen challenges arose 
to cause delays, but progress was made in every school. To begin 
the semester, math students taking Algebra 1, Algebra 2, Geom-
etry, or AFDA were surveyed to ascertain internet access needs. 
As each school completed the survey, data were disaggregated 
to determine the number of tablets needed for the school, and 
tablets were delivered to IT staff for distribution according to 
division-specific policies and procedures. VASS staff worked with 
school personnel to set up schedules in computer labs to help stu-
dents set up MARi and Khan Academy user accounts. By the end 
of the first semester, student accounts were set up in all but one 
project school. In one school division, a large number of students 
live in areas where Verizon has inadequate coverage. Students in 
the middle school took home tablets, attempted to view an on-
line video, and reported to the teacher the next day if he/she was 
unable to view the video due to signal issues. For 20 students, US 
Cellular hotspots were purchased and set up for use with the tab-
lets to provide internet access at home.  

There were challenges in the fall of 2014. Many schools were very 
late in getting the online internet surveys completed by students 
which held up the process of ordering additional tablets and get-
ting them ready for delivery to the schools. VASS determined 
that additional administrator support and communication was 
necessary to get this task completed in a timely manner. Five of 
the seven project high schools operate on a 4x4 block schedule. 

This schedule has been particularly challenging for the project 
because it has taken weeks to go through the process of complet-
ing online surveys, getting tablets to the schools, having students 
return school paperwork signed by parents for tablet usage, dis-
tributing tablets, setting up accounts, troubleshooting issues, 
getting hotspots to students who need them, etc. By the time 
some schools were able to get through the process, the semes-
ter was over and tablets had to be taken back from students who 
would not be in math courses in the spring semester.
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late in getting the online internet surveys completed by students 
which held up the process of ordering additional tablets and get-
ting them ready for delivery to the schools. VASS determined 
that additional administrator support and communication was 
necessary to get this task completed in a timely manner. Five of 
the seven project high schools operate on a 4x4 block schedule. 
This schedule has been particularly challenging for the project 
because it has taken weeks to go through the process of com-
pleting online surveys, getting tablets to the schools, having 
students return school paperwork signed by parents for tablet 
usage, distributing tablets, setting up accounts, troubleshooting 
issues, getting hotspots to students who need them, etc. By the 
time some schools were able to get through the process, the se-
mester was over and tablets had to be taken back from students 
who would not be in math courses in the spring semester.MARi 
is a work in progress, which made for challenges when assisting 
teachers and students; often, changes were made to the MARi 
set up, and these changes were not relayed to VASS staff regu-
larly.  VASS met with Carney Labs to discuss issues and best ways 
to troubleshoot and stay in constant communication.  Setting up 
MARi accounts requires some work in advance – VASS or Carney 
Labs staff must get information from teachers about courses 
taught and the periods/blocks in which they are offered.  In some 
cases, this information was not provided until VASS was on site 
to set up accounts with students, so work had to be done quickly 
to enter information and get promo codes for student registra-
tion.  Carney Labs has now developed a method for creating stu-
dent accounts without going through the time consuming pro-
cess in a computer lab, but it requires that schools send detailed 
information for creating the accounts. This new technique will 
be utilized as much as possible in the spring 2015 semester as 
schools are willing to provide the necessary spreadsheet data.

It is against the law for students under the age of 13 to have on-
line accounts without parental permission. The initial process 
developed by Carney Labs for handling this for middle school-
ers was one that depended on students knowing their parents’ 
email addresses and parents following instructions to complete 
the process online at home. VASS developed a form letter to be 
sent home by math teachers to explain the project and gain par-
ent permission to allow VASS staff to set up an account for stu-
dents under the age of 13. Steps in this process are tedious and 
not without issues. VASS continues to work with Carney Labs to 
troubleshoot problems with MARi and KA for this group of stu-
dents.

Recently, a change to the way users view videos on YouTube, the 
platform that Khan Academy uses for all their video content, has 
caused problems with students viewing videos on the tablets. 
These android devices do not support flash player, and KA videos 
are now best viewed using flash. A help ticket has been sent to 
KA to request that they address the issue. In the meantime, staff 
has found that videos can still be viewed on the tablets if the user 
clicks on the video link, clicks on another link on the page, and 
then goes back to the video link.

There were also a number of challenges relative to the tablets 
and data usage. Students were very diligent in finding ways 
around the security lockdown placed on the tablets to filter 
web content and limit data usage. A student in one school 
learned to hard reset the device and communicated how to 
do this to many other students in the school. The hard reset 
returns the tablet to factory settings and wipes off installed 
applications including the Mobicontrol MDM software, thus 
requiring school personnel to take the tablet back from the 
student and return it to VASS for reinstallation. The hard reset 
allows the user to download and install applications, use un-
limited data, and browse the internet without filtering which 
causes liability for the school division and VASS due to CIPA 
regulations and issues with data overage costs for the proj-
ect. 

In addition to the hard reset, students found ways around the 
MDM security by rooting the tablets via USB connections and 
SD cards inserted in the devices. VASS has addressed the tab-
let challenges with several strategies. VASS is currently test-
ing an additional filtering system created by Verizon. This fil-
tering will be implemented automatically on any device that 
is hard reset to prevent students from accessing inappropriate 
websites, even when they have successfully circumvented the 
MDM system. VASS and Verizon are working to create a pri-
vate network through which all tablet data traffic will pass re-
gardless of whether the MDM has been circumvented or not. 
The private network will allow VASS to more effectively con-
trol content filtering as well as data usage. VASS is working 
with SOTI technical engineers to reconfigure the MDM soft-
ware for more control over content filtering and data usage 
as well as to provide instant alerts or VASS and/or school staff 
when security is breeched. VASS will continue to work closely 
with school personnel to address evolving tablet issues.

Advisory Leadership Team Meets

The RMEP Advisory Leadership Team met in South Boston on 
February 24, 2015. RMEP staff and team members discussed 
project progress, challenges and evaluation results. Advice fo-
cused on helping RMEP staff advance project implementation. 

Numerous suggestions were offered for holding a special train-
ing and project dissemination conference this coming summer 
for teachers and parents. Certain rural school divisions not for-
mally involved in the RMEP project might also be invited.

Virginia Advanced Study Strategies, 820 Bruce Street, South Boston   VA  24592
http://www.virginiaadvancedstudystrategies.org         http://www.rmepva.com         434-572-5474 


