Virtual Learning and Virtual High Schools:

Benefits and Dilemmas Table

	Institutional Considerations

	Benefits
	Dilemmas/Concerns*

	Opportunities for collaboration and cooperation
	Program/college experience reduced to courses

	Spend less on structures
	In-state out-of-state tuition loss will create financial problems for institutions and funding sources

	Share resources such as libraries
	Constant, unpredictable cost of hardware and software to support online learning

	Share intellectual resources such as renowned scholars and results of research
	Need to duplicate resources and services; hard copies of periodicals as well as online journals; online research librarians as well as in-house hours and services

	
	Difficulty in getting funding for a virtual university; where will alumni go?  What will take the place of football games, named buildings, and sponsored chairs when no one can see any of this? Even in institutions with part online learning and part traditional, how will the online part pay its way?

	
	Create a gap between less prestigious institutions that must do more online courses to be competitive while prestigious may use online resources to augment instruction. End up with students who have widely different experiences of education?

	Learner/Student Considerations

	Benefits
	Dilemmas/Concerns*

	Ease of access
	Miss out on the scholarly environment

	Economically and geographically disadvantaged will have better opportunities
	Miss out on the civil socializing that is part of college

	More direct contact with instructors
	Instructors may be good on pedagogy but incompletely trained in content. (Of course, this can happen now.)

	Standardized courses may lessen chances of poor instruction or poorly prepared instructors
	

	Curricular Considerations

	Benefits
	Dilemmas/Concerns*

	Encourages interdisciplinary cooperation
	May reduce courses of study and programs of study to individual courses designed by isolated individuals

	Can offer more varied courses without additional expense 
	May contribute to the current trend of hiring adjunct and graduate assistance rather than fulltime faculty who are part of the research and institutional organization

	Some programs may be viable that were not without online assistance—for example, marine biology in Idaho
	As more institutions develop for-profit components, market forces may influence what should be pedagogical considerations.

	More vertical alignment
	

	Teacher/Teaching Considerations

	Benefits
	Dilemmas/Concerns*

	Encourages improvements in pedagogy
	Protection of academic freedom in an age that is becoming increasingly cavalier about civil rights; these must extend beyond emails, online chats, and such; having more untenured professors is an invitation to violations of academic freedom.

	Additional training available to teachers conveniently and inexpensively
	Diminish status of teachers 

	Flexibility
	Lose research basis to some teaching responsibilities.  Research may not lead to good teaching, but it is important that part of our society be able to do research unencumbered by the need to make a living some other way or to meet someone else’s market needs. Intellectual freedom and the development of new knowledge are important, and I fear what will happen to these.

	Opportunity to interact with others in your field—nationally and internationally
	Change in national ideology.  We are not a nation that values education.  We need to consider the effect these changes will have.  We need to make online learning a force for positive change for education in the U. S. and the world. 

	Opens opportunity to define teaching in new ways and to incorporate new roles; provides new freedom; allows teacher more input into curriculum and instructional decisions
	


*Most of these concerns relate specifically to totally online institutions and learning experiences.

Summary of Benefits and Dilemmas Presented by Virtual Learning

I believe that online learning is the single most powerful force with the potential to improve instruction and learning in most classrooms. Unlike educational trends that tend to come and go with the regularity of women’s hemlines, technology is here to stay.  It will only continue to evolve.  Rather than going through phases, pedagogy will finally be forced to build on the good from the past, the present, and the future rather than follow scattered and random fads. For this reason alone, online education should be pursued.

There is one issue that has to be of paramount importance while we are discussing how to proceed.  We need to assure that teachers and students are not overwhelmed by online learning.  The quality of learning of any kind is in direct proportion to the amount of time spent in preparation and evaluation.  Online courses require that instructors devote vast amounts of time to evaluate work and interact with students.  Students who are doing justice to their online work also need to allot as much time as they would spend on any other course—perhaps more until they master the necessary skills and attitudes required for successful online learning. People tend to expect online course to take less time.
Virtual learning is not right for every teacher, every student, or every course; however, it is a powerful tool to augment and complement other programs.  All high school students should have some experience of virtual learning before they graduate since they will undoubtedly make use of it in their collegiate and professional lives. Virtual learning can add great depth to any educational experience. The system should consider virtual learning because it will provide meaningful experiences for individual students in special circumstances.  Virtual learning is truly individualized. As far as what to watch out for, there are three primary issues: 1) Does the course accomplish your objectives? 2) Is the course designed to take advantage of the opportunities provided by technology or is it simply uploaded text?  3) Does the course design encourage good mentoring, scaffolding, real world applications, and interaction?  
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