Micro-school pioneer:
If | can do it, so can you

Ron Matus

EDITOR’S NOTE: Earlier this year, The James Madison Institute had the opportunity to do
in-school civics programs for two innovative micro-schools started by education entrepreneur
Jaime Manfra. Soon thereafter, our friend Ron Matus at Step Up for Students featured Manfra

in this article, which originally appeared at reimaginED.

vate K-12 school with a foundation
firmly rooted in service to humanity,
steered by goals such as the elimination of
prejudice, economic justice, equality of men
and women, balance of science and religion,

E ; ervice Learning Micro-school is a pri-

individual investigation of the truth, one-
ness of humanity and unity in diversity.

CLEARWATER,  Fla.—Before all
the buzz about learning pods and mi-
cro-schools, some folks were already creat-
ing learning pods and micro-schools.
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Jaime Manfra went down this path 10
years ago.

Her Service Learning Mi-
cro-school (SLS) is all about flexibility, di-
versity, and community service. Students
here spend a lot of time helping others,
whether it's making sandwiches for the
homeless, volunteering at a horse rescue, or
playing balloon volleyball with residents at
the assisted living facility next door.

“Service is love in action, it’s virtue in
action,” Manfra said. Students “need con-
crete ways of applying kindness.”

SLS isn’t for everybody. But with edu-
cation choice, it shows what’s possible for
everybody. Options that can be created and
customized. For and by families and edu-
cators. To address whatever needs they feel
are paramount.
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To be sure, hurdles remain. SLS, for
example, wrestled for years with finding a
good facility. But policies to maximize flex-
ibility for families and educators continue
to get traction.

As they do, more problem-solvers like
Manfra will find a way.

SLS began as a pod in 2012.

Manfra’s son Ajay turned out to be too
much of a square peg for public school. So
Manfra, who once taught classes in natural
medicine, began homeschooling Ajay & a
handful of other students.

Teacher-created activities demonstrate
the inspiration a teacher feels, sparked by
the students they work with. These adapt-
able lessons are balanced with the Edgenui-
ty online school platform, which allows for
measurable progress available to parents.
Homework is optional and students are en-
couraged to spend after school hours with
their families and friends, pursuing sports
or other interests.

Word spread. The pod grew.

Now SLS has 44 students in K-12, most

in middle & high.
All but two wuse school -choice
scholarships.

About 75 percent attended public
schools. Many left because of peer pressure
and bullying. Others left because of an aca-
demic environment their parents described
as stifling.

At SLS, they found smaller classes, a
competency-based approach, and far less
pressure.

“I don’t see my children suffering any-
more,” said Soji Jacobs, who enrolled her
three children in SLS last fall. “They’re no
longer ruled by grades, like it was decided


https://www.servicelearningschool.com/?msclkid=e6765721c49011ec8cfe27e768012c94
https://www.servicelearningschool.com/?msclkid=e6765721c49011ec8cfe27e768012c94
https://excelined.org/2022/03/29/four-state-level-policies-to-support-learning-pods/?msclkid=f8b7ff72c4bc11ecba1b7ee19e0cbd8e
https://excelined.org/2022/03/29/four-state-level-policies-to-support-learning-pods/?msclkid=f8b7ff72c4bc11ecba1b7ee19e0cbd8e
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who you were in life based on a grade,” con-
tinued Jacobs, a floral designer and former
private school teacher. “They feel at home.
They’re accepted for who they are. They're
genuinely loved.”

Barbara Warne enrolled her daughter
Elizabeth into SLS six years ago, after six
years at a highly touted magnet school.
The magnet school has a long waiting list
but, for Elizabeth who has ADHD, it never
worked.

“I was brainwashed into thinking that
this was the best school choice,” said Warne,
a stay-at-home mom whose husband is an
Army veteran and airplane mechanic. “Ev-
ery day, they made her feel like a failure. It
started to get to her mentally”

Warne said she was sold on SLS as soon
as she and Elizabeth attended an open
house. She watched her daughter interact
with Manfra and other students and imme-
diately “start coming out of her shell”

“It was unfolding in front of me,” Warne
said. “I was getting my kid back”

For Manfra, finding a good facility was

the biggest hurdle.

Facilities are an issue for many on the
education frontier. Official definitions
of “school” can be a challenge for small-
er, harder-to-define operations. There’s a
hodgepodge of zoning rules and building
codes regulating “schools”

Facility one for the pod that became SLS
was in a house. But the pod outgrew it.

Facility two was in a community rec
center. But it wasn’t ideal. School supplies
and equipment had to be moved to and
from the facility every day.

Facility three was another house. At this
point, the pod had nine or 10 students. But
the pod couldn't stay because the house did
not meet building codes for “educational
occupancy. Getting the pod up to code
would have cost at least $50,000, Manfra
said. And there was still the possibility local
officials would not approve a zoning change
and building use exemption.

Facility four was in a church. But if the
pod wanted to become a private school—so
it could accept school choice scholarships
and be accessible to more families—the
church would need upgrades.

Facility five was in another communi-
ty rec center. It did meet requirements for
a private school, so SLS could now accept
scholarships. But when the center got a
grant to renovate, it didn’t renew the lease.

Facility six is SLS’s current home. It’s
a 4,600-square-foot commercial building
that once housed a day care and construc-
tion company. Manfra had to be persistent
to get a building use exemption but, in the
end, SLS got what it needed.

SLS’s motto is “unity in diversity.”

Half the students are students of color.
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Nearly all are from working-class families.
A fifth are from military families.
Although the school encourages stu-

dents to choose their battles, staff do not
seek to prevent conflict or difference of
opinion, seeing it as an opportunity for
development, and assist with consultation
when necessary.

They are Christian, Muslim, atheist, ag-
nostic. Manfra and her two kids are Baha’i.

School choice enabled SLS to be diverse
and different.

“Without the scholarships, only one
type of family would be here,” Manfra said.
“School choice scholarships make it so all
families can be here”

SLS occasionally holds “diversity BBQs”
for its families.

Parents and students debate hot topics.
Race. Religion. Politics.

The students “need to know that some-
one that doesn't believe the same as you, or
look the same as you, does not make them a
bad person,” Warne said.

“I want my kids to hear all sides,” con-
tinued Warne, a registered Republican. Peo-
ple may disagree on some issues but “we’re
trying to get somewhere, together”
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Things can heat up at the BBQs. But
there is mutual respect and friendship. The
BBQs ends in hugs.

SLS is now seeking to help other mi-
cro-schools grow—and avoid the mistakes
it made.

This year, Manfra helped a former pri-
vate school teacher in Tampa start her own
micro-school. It’s a dual language school.

But there’s no end to the variety teach-
ers can create, Manfra said.

“Give them their space, give them their
freedom,” she said, “and they will show you
what they can do”

With education choice in the mix, the
same is increasingly true for anybody with
a good idea.

Manfra said if she can do it, anybody
can.

“I'm not special,” she said. “There’s a lot
of me’s”

Ron Matus is director for policy and
public affairs at Step Up for Students and a
former editor of redefinED, where he spear-
headed the extremely important “Voucher
Left” series.
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