The following is a summary of my reactions to the form and content of existing online schools in the fall of 2004.

I was sort of disappointed in the online courses.  The work varied from bookwork that has been transcribed onto a website to thoughtful project-based activities that actually make use of technology for tutorials, background, and self-assessment. The FVHS English 11 diary assignment was interesting; I would have been reluctant to try dialect without oral work, but I think it works.  The format of that academy is clean and simple; the work is broken up into very small chunks.  I can’t tell how the parts fit together since you can only look at specific assignments.   The rubrics don’t include grades, just descriptions. I don’t know how that works or how students would predict expectations, but the descriptions in the rubrics are specific and detailed. 

The Cumberland pages look cute, but the animated visuals serve no purpose. The materials are simple uploaded word files. The course work is the same—just stuff put online. The teachers’ pages are a nice personalizing touch.  The KY site is useless to look at.  It tells nothing except what kind of graphics they have access to.  They must be really paranoid. 

The work seems to fall into two patterns: traditional rote class work that has been uploaded and may or may not have technology used to support standard learning practices or work that is project based and tends to incorporate technology naturally into the learning. (I am not evaluating ours here.  I can’t be objective.) The FVHS site was the best besides ours because the work is based in real world assignments and because there is relevant scaffolding.  
The underlying assumption for many of the websites is that students can learn by themselves as long as they can read and follow directions. This is a mistake. The FVHS does have scaffolding, but students completed some without sending them to their mentors. It’s unrealistic to expect that most students will complete work unless someone sees it.  My students want someone to read and grade everything they do. Maybe online students will learn to be self-regulated, self-motivated learners, but I wouldn’t base my whole setup on that idealistic assumption. The practice, the scaffolding work is critical. Sending fewer pieces to the mentor saves work—and money probably, but I am not sure how realistic or advisable it is.  I am worried in general about how little the mentors actually react with students. Perhaps I simply can’t tell how much interaction is built in.  I do like those that included chats and posting.  I liked the applied activities that are part of the Nevada HS, but they seem to be an afterthought that they decided to throw in because it’s the fashion.
My biggest concern is the incursion of advertising.  The FVHS site looks like a commercial site with ads and logos.  I do like the way they used the About site and added their material, but I don’t understand how they got permission to do it. Images are very simple photos so they don’t have to give credit to anyone. The problem is that there are links to advertising that look like they are instructional links.  I think that would be very confusing to students.  It’s distracting and I would think illegal.  I can’t imagine people putting up with that; Virginians complain about Channel 1 advertising candy and athletic shoes after the news.

I think people need to be concerned about the ease of use of a site and the instructional validity of the course work.  I can’t get a real feel for the instructional quality with the glimpses that are available.  I would have to do the work myself for the ones that are accessible, and it would take months.  Most people will be buying a pig in a poke.  We really do need to have some kind of controls.  I suppose the quality of instruction in every classroom varies wildly from room to room, so I don’t know why we would expect online learning to be different.  We do have report cards for schools now in Virginia; online schools need to have some sort of report card that potential students can use for evaluation.  

 
There is apparently some thread about judges and jurors in the FVHS.  I wish I could see how they fit them together—if there is a coherent whole.  Apex testing out your computer system is great. Their multimedia tutorials are attractive, but I am not sure how useful they are. I like the little check tests with immediate feedback.

CVHS is nothing but text put on BB. The fact that they put upper level math and sciences for people to view is suspicious. Do they want to make sure no one understands the courses? KVHS has excellent tools that are accessible easily; they also have good connections to make connecting with other students easy. I like having the online grade book. This is a good idea in helping students learn self-regulation. 
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