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Introduction

Education adapts and incorporates.  The focus in education recently is the use of technology in classrooms as an educational tool for achievement.  Schools are moving at warp speed to keep pace with online end-of-course testing and other forms of assessments.  Synchronizing with the virtual world, colleges and high schools are creating and using online instruction as a supplement to classroom instruction.  This briefing paper will comprise a general overview of online learning, the typical online student, programs and courses and considerations and concerns of online learning and recommendations for the establishment of online learning.
What is online learning?

Online learning is education through technology, by a virtual classroom.  Classes are completed through the use of a computer and Internet connection.  Enthusiasm for alternative education, fed by the increased use of the Internet, spawned this innovative delivery system.  
· Correspondence learning has existed for centuries and mail-order degrees have simply kept pace with expanding technologies, and grown to meet a larger and younger audience.  
· Expanding curriculums, through virtual high schools, allow high school students a variety of course materials.  Through these educational portals home schooled students have access to these same resources as traditional school settings.  
· With the globalization of our societies, walls and borders do not shut out those who want to learn.  

Social norms and concerns about the virtual classroom. Online learning and virtual high school programs have found a niche in educational institutions and challenges the traditional classroom.  
· Online learning contradicts every aspect of the efficiency model of education. No more does the factory model of 9-5 and “do as I say” function as the educational norm.   Online learning is altering our views of education in a quick-time about face.  
· Socialization issues arise when it is believed there is no interaction between students and their instructors.  But the technology keeps pace.  Using IM and online chat programs, student interactions and identities quickly become apparent.  
· The digital divide is demonstrated as the lack of technology and the knowledge one needs for comfort in an online environment.  This divide appears in schools as well as households.  Low-income, immigrant, and students from rural areas, for example, will lack this knowledge and grow not use technology and can be left out of technological based jobs. 

Who is the virtual student?
Any student who is willing to give effort outside the “regular learning time” through the computer is a candidate for virtual learning.  Successful online learners are self motivated students comfortable with technology.  Online learning does not allow students to “sit in the back row”.  Through the technology, virtual learners devote a required number of hours to complete tasks and the mask of the computer allows all a voice and chance to speak up.  There is no discrimination by race or accent and looking deeper we find an elimination of ageism.  On-line instruction becomes the thread of connectivity or door of advancement for those wanting diplomas or degrees. They find traditional school environments restrictive to their life-styles.  Those with disabilities become active students in an online classroom.  Hearing impaired students communicating effortlessly.

Effective online learning has an internal support system, through online learning we see trusting motivated students, anchored by instructors who understand learning styles and use a multitude of teaching techniques.  Trust and motivation are monumental concepts in traditional classrooms and in virtual learning.  In an online setting they become central to keeping students focused and interested in material.  Pacing your time, setting goals and using benchmarks to fine tune your learning, aides in motivation and momentum for learning.   

Student Services need to include technical and academic support.  In e-learning there will be tech problems.  Being able to quickly resolve technology issues or work around them is critical to success.  Academic support comes from the instructors, tutors, or classmates.  Being in contact with these forums keeps a smooth flow of learning.  Open lines of communication are vital for online success.   Many problems can be resolved quickly with frequent conversations between mentor and student.  Most technical questions have already been answered in a FAQ arena, chances are somebody has already asked this question and a solution is an email or message board away.

What program and courses do you choose?
Consider a smooth transition of credits which will transfer from the online program to the home schools and embed this feature by requiring counselor approval before registration.    Schools, parents and students should look for an organized web page, easy to navigate and find material with an organized curriculum and lesson flow.  Look for good customer service, tech help, 24/7 access, and a history of successful students.   Make sure tech requirements mesh with existing technologies and consider the price.  Is the program worth the expenditure?  Is the fee is acceptable and does the program offer discounts, grants or scholarship opportunities?  Courses and course requirements need to be comparable to our graduation and state requirements and have qualified educators in the mentor roles.  

Effective programs and courses should:

·  work closely with home schools for admissions and the transfer of credits

·  web site should be easy to navigate

·  have a history of success

·  have standard technology requirements: Reliable Internet access, comparable computer processor, 
·  be cost effective

·  offer curriculum similar to home school

·  offer advanced placement classes

·  have standards are aligned to state

·  have state certified or nationally certified teachers
What benefits, issues and concerns are raised by virtual high school?
The motto of one VHS is “any time, any path, any pace.”  This simple reflection identifies the major benefit of online learning.  Students can learn at any hour of the day.  No classroom restrictions are in place.  There is no stigma if older students go back for diplomas.  Students can choose courses they want to take, expanding to courses not offered at a home school, or taking one class at a time, in any order you wish.  With their own pace, students can speed through a 10 week class in 2 weeks or take longer if you need it.    Concerns arise when theses issues go unanswered:
· Online learning ventures into new educational territory in dealing with accreditation, federal regulations with funding, and faculty issues and property rights of course contents.  Ultimately who is responsible?  Who is issuing credit?  Who is issuing the diploma?  Whose rules does the student follow?  Hammering out these questions forms the boundaries of responsibilities to the student.  With contracts in place and clear roles assigned the student is free to learn. 
· Online schools and courses strive for equal accreditation for demonstrating quality educational standards.  Schools, which lack name recognition, look for out side sources to validate their coursework.  Organizations look for the best practices in online learning through specified criteria.  State and federal governing boards leave online learning to accreditation agencies, because of the blurred boundary lines that online learning deals with.  Many states want more control or accesses to standards if certificates are to be issued in the name of their state.   

· Faculty concerns arise from institutions adding online classes to already heavy workloads.  Having an online class part of the workload made for a more productive session.  Faculty also had issues with ownership and copy write laws regarding material and course content.  
· Online learning will experience its share of academic integrity.  Issues of plagiarism, fraud and cheating are crystallized since students are not in mentor’s physical proximity. 

· The longstanding problem of plagiarism will appear in an online learning setting as students use the features of cut and paste to formulate assignments.  Institutions and faculty need to be vigilant in teaching their students about plagiarism and proper techniques for citing works.  
Recommendations and a TO DO list

I would highly recommend online learning as an option for students who could benefit and utilize its potential.   In exploring a virtual school program for our school, we need be educated consumers.  
· Our district should shop for the best program for our money.  
· Seek a program which is flexible and meshes with the home schools, and look for a comprehensive program with credibility and effective courses.  
· Choose a program that has a track record of success and financially respectable with flexible with scholarships offers.  
· We must inquire about a program that has a good business practice, a working relationship with other software companies, and excellent customer service.  
If these items are apparent, then we can be certain we are dealing with a reliable and legitimate educational service center.
The following is a list of items to be in place before a virtual high school can be established.

· Have dynamic teachers on board early

· Have professional development in place

· Take an inventory of technology

-What do we have?

-What do we need?

·  Have adequate funding appropriated

·  Have students ready to lead the way
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