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Practicalities and Possibilities

Robin D. Smith

Issue: Should our county invest, time, staff, and funds in virtual learning?  How would our students benefit from such a program? What goals would we expect the virtual program to meet? What should the program look like?  What challenges would we face in developing and implementing such a program?  

Why are we considering implementing a virtual learning program?

In May 9, 2002, Education Week reported that 12 states had online high school programs, 32 states had e-learning initiatives under construction, and 25 states legally permitted the establishment of virtual charter schools. The numbers have risen since 2002. This flowering of virtual programs is the latest development in a trend that began with correspondence courses in the 1800s. However, distance learning—in its latest incarnation—is no longer situated primarily in western states with low population density. The Virginia Department of Education unveiled a virtual high school in the fall of 2004.  Many colleges and universities have introduced both virtual components to their standard courses and totally online courses.  Students will face virtual learning in the workplace.  It is clear that virtual learning is not simply another educational fad that will go the way of the open school concept.  

How can virtual learning help our students? 

· Every one of our schools has a mission statement that includes helping students become lifelong learners.  With virtual learning, lifelong skills and habits are taught (Mayfield, 1999, October 25), not just plastered on big posters in the halls. 

· The virtual environment recognizes and caters to different learning styles and encourages students to become independent, self-directed learners. 

· Today’s students use technology routinely and understand the concept of independent learning. Motive and independence are critical for effective virtual learners and virtual teachers.

· Virtual learning is an affordable option that will make use of the characteristics of today’s students as well as address their needs.

· We can’t afford “one size fits all education for students,” we need to “reconceive educational opportunities for our students. . .” and “offer multiple paths to realizing educational goals” (Newly, 2004). Virtual learning does just that. 

· Virtual learning offers students unimaginable flexibility to meet individual physical, emotional, and instructional needs. 

· The most important indicators of online success are ability to manage time, to adapt to the new, and to work without a supervisor present. These are the very skills employers want. 

· Students describe (Intrator, 2004, September) “their classroom experiences [in a standard course] as listless and tedious” (p. 1).  Technology offers the tools and the framework to make the educational experience more engaging for all students. 

What types of virtual learning are available? 

Course management and offerings in existing virtual schools vary widely, from the Florida Virtual School and the Virtual High School, which offer AP, DE, and IB credit in a huge array of courses for recovery students as well as gifted and cover the U. S. and foreign parts, to virtual schools which offer only 10 courses for students in that locality. Frequently credits are offered through the local school, and courses are scheduled in computer labs during the normal school day. Others are very fluid; students can do course work totally asynchronously.  

The actual course work varies from traditional textbook work that has simply been transcribed and uploaded on a web site and may or may not have technology to support standard learning practices to thoughtful project-based activities that actually make use of technology for tutorials, background, and self-assessment.  The best course work is based on real world assignments and has relevant scaffolding and mentor communication embedded in it.  

Why will virtual learning change the face of American education?

· Traditional schooling often does not support students who are not “normal.” The online learning environment provides our best chance of individualizing instruction to meet the needs of students who are disabled, isolated, poor, untutored, gifted, migratory, shy, or sick.

· Online learning could help to provide a more seamless K-16 education for all students; attempts to develop online learning opportunities have forced secondary schools and collegiate institutions to collaborate to meet common goals. 

· Online learning as a trend in contemporary education may provide the impetus that education has needed to explore new ways of assessing learning in any kind of learning environment. 

· For years, students’ learning has been evaluated in superficial ways: the number of hours students sat in class, students’ ability to regurgitate selected facts on demand, etc.  We have known little about how much or what students learned. This is changing.

· Involvement in online learning will push us to examine metacognition as we place students and as we develop new ways of evaluating learning; this knowledge will benefit regular education, too.  

· Online learning fits in with the increasing trend toward online standardized exit and entrance testing. 

What should our virtual learning program look like?

It should enable students to be successful: 

· Screen online students to assure that they possess the required skills and habits (Maeroff, 2003): computer skills and receptiveness to new technology, reading and writing skills, and ability to self-regulate. 

· Motivation is critical to effective online learning and varies from individual to individual with age and experience; sometimes the very choices, the autonomy, inherent to online learning can provide motivation for students who are not motivated to succeed in the traditional class. 

· Feeling that the instructor is concerned and supportive can motivate students, so mentoring is critical for online learning for some students.

It should provide support for students and teachers:

· Require that virtual teachers be certified in the subject area they are supervising.
· Do not set up students and teachers for failure by assigning difficult, time-consuming courses on top of their regular schedules.  
· Build in mechanisms to assure constant contact between students and teachers.
· Provide the necessary tools: platforms to make connecting with other students easy and an online grade book to assist students with self-regulation.
It should offer a variety of quality courses: 

· Offer formats to suit the specific needs of students, teachers, and course content.

· Offer a variety of virtual learning opportunities, from hybrid traditional courses offering a webpage and asynchronous chat software to those delivered completely online.

· Enable teachers to continue to use all appropriate methodology available—including new technology—not limit themselves to any one mode of instruction. Technology enables more “effective and compelling” instruction: modeling, visualizing, simulating, interacting, collaborating, analyzing (Maeroff, 2003, p. 252).

· Provide scaffolding (online discussions and chats, email conversations, and interactive design of presentation) in online components.

· Select courses based on the quality of instructional design.

What misconceptions might people have about e-learning?

· eSchool News (Branigan, 2003, June 2) reported that virtual learning will not be cheaper than physical school education, according to a KPMG study of Pennsylvania’s online schools. Various reports delivered at the “Exploring Virtual Schools” forum sponsored by the U. S. Department of Education in May 2003 confirmed those findings.  The correlation between the cost and quality of education is as true of online education as it is of any other. 

· Virtual learning does not mean learning in isolation. Students’ connection to their teachers/mentors is even more critical than in regular learning environments. Students report (Maeroff, 2003) that they often have more direct, educationally useful contact with online teachers than they do with teachers in a standard classroom.  Students may find that it is more difficult to establish relationships with other students in a virtual environment.

· We should not have higher expectations of online learning than we do of brick-and-mortar schools.  

· Plagiarism and cheating are present in regular schools—especially in using technology for research.  We shouldn’t be overly suspicious of the integrity of virtual students. It’s easier to catch—and then prevent—plagiarism of online sources than hard copy sources. Constant interaction of instructor and students in writing makes noticing irregularities more likely with online instruction

What challenges would we face in implementing a virtual learning program?

· State and federal governments—as well teachers and schools—historically resist change in education; these groups may see online learning as threatening to their interests. 

· Many fear that online learning will exacerbate existing problems: copyright of online materials, teachers’ overloaded schedules and poor pay, policies that protect the status quo rather than actually evaluate learning outcomes, financial aid eligibility, and fear of change or competition.  

· Increasing numbers of states have enacted policies to regulate online learning in and out of state; however, effective evaluation is so costly in time and resources that it is doubtful that much real evaluation takes place. The policies are used instead to eliminate competition and reduce ungovernable institutions.

· Accreditation is important “to uphold education standards and ensure the quality of degrees” granted (179); at this stage, it is crucial that accreditation issues be resolved in helpful ways, avoiding situations in which things like the affiliation of the person who created a course is of more significance than the quality of the course. 

· If students are capable of successful online learning, problems are most likely to be caused by boring content in courses, technology glitches, or poor teacher/student interaction. The online environment is unforgiving because teachers can’t immediately perceive and fix mistakes or problems in the course.

· E-learning changes the way schools are organized, the training and performance requirements for instructors, the physical plant (especially libraries), and the way monies are spent. 

· Online learning may not be suitable for all students, all instructors, and all courses. Some students need social interaction and face-to-face motivation to succeed; some students have difficulty learning in an environment they don’t associate with learning, i. e., the home or office.  Schools cannot rely on parents to fill these motivational gaps or even to monitor their children’s progress or time commitment. 

· We need to determine who will be responsible for buying and maintaining hardware and software, to establish minimum requirements for both, and to commit to providing timely technical support. 
· We need to establish a policy board to make decisions about such things as funding for online classes.  The patterns vary. Virtual schools organized to serve a specific geographic area are often supported by the local diploma-granting school, which usually offers virtual courses during the regular school day or at night to upgrade limited offerings. If courses are offered as enrichment to gifted students or to students who need to repeat a class, then students pay. There are also commercial online schools; students pay their own fees for those courses. 

Recommendations

1. Commit to providing our students with online learning opportunities. 

2. Set up a task force of teachers, IT support staff, parents, administrators, and school board members to establish guidelines for funding, staffing, and developing or acquiring courses.

3. Avoid purchasing a program from a commercial vendor. The biggest concern is the privatization of online learning.  It is too easy to bury connections and control content. Witness the Knowledge University (KU) organized by the Milken Foundation: Millken refused to let students in KU do an analysis of his junk bond trading ( (Bracey, 2004). This obvious infraction of the intellectual freedom that is central to a good education was observed and noted; more insidious secret infractions could take place with no policing agency being the wiser. 

4. Ensure that schools have functioning, up-to-date computer networks not simply statistics that meet policy makers’ expectations and funding formulae.
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