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Until recently, the majority of “online schools XE "online schools" ” have served adult learners.  Online degrees in education, business, and technology have gained popularity in a busy world.  They are convenient and affordable.   Face to face meetings are minimal.


Online learning has also filtered down to high school students.  “The Virtual High School funded by the U.S. Department of Education, for instance, attracted many students from small and rural high schools who could take courses online that their own schools did not offer for lack of sufficient enrollment.   Other providers began making Advanced Placement courses available to students whose own high schools did not mount such offerings. (Maeroff, G.)  


In addition, cyber learning XE "cyber learning"  has become the “antidote” to school closings due to illness, disease, and natural disasters XE "natural disasters" .  “The steep escalation of people contracting the potentially fatal respiratory illness known as SARS forced many government XE "government"  and school officials in Asia to close school for more than two million students.  Schools are gradually reopening, and, surprisingly, many students aren’t behind academically.  The virtual-classroom program [brought] us to a new horizon of school education," said Jonathan Lai, the vice principal of the 800-student Yan Chai Hospital Wong Wha San Secondary School, in Hong Kong. "It made us aware that learning can go on effectively and efficiently outside the classroom. ... The SARS school-closure period proved that this idea work[s]."  (Borja, R.)


Ronald Stevens, the executive director of the National School Safety Center XE "National School Safety Center"  in Santa Clara, commented that the U.S, should strongly consider online learning in light of the threat of terrorist attacks, sniper shootings such as those in Washington, D.C., and natural disasters XE "natural disasters" .  "[Virtual learning] makes a lot of sense for schools," he said. "As new levels of threats XE "threats"  and violence XE "violence"  move onto the scene, schools need to continue to develop their technological capabilities to deal with these crises."


The American School in Japan has already implemented an online learning plan.  Eugene Witt, the school’s technology coordinator commented, “We see this is as a crisis-management tool."   


In Toronto, where SARS caused the quarantine of up to one thousand students, online learning enabled students to keep up with their homework and class work. (Borja, R.)


Hong Kong responded to the SARS crisis by closing the city’s elementary schools, high schools, and universities.  That's when Alex Fung, the chairman of Hong Kong Baptist University's task force on Web-based teaching and learning and its head of education studies, ramped up an ambitious online project called the Virtual Integrated Teaching and Learning Environment, or VITLE.  

  In two days, with the help of staff members and several U.S. technology companies, including Macromedia Inc., of Santa Clara, Calif., and the Bellevue, Wash.-based Microsoft Inc., that Web platform was up and running. 

It allowed teachers to post their curricula online, write on digital whiteboards, and magnify their materials so students could read them on their computers. It also enabled teachers to see, hear, and speak to their students in real time. 

In the first week of use, 15 schools signed up to use VITLE, Mr. Fung said. By the second week, 60 were using the program. 

"I saw the possibility of using this to give schools the opportunity to keep their students learning," Mr. Fung said in a Web-video interview from his office in Hong Kong earlier this month. “(Borja, R.)

These endeavors were not without difficulties.  Although seventy percent of Hong Kong’s students had access to the internet, others had to go to neighborhood youth centers and partner with other students.  Some schools did not have enough server power.  Synchronizing teacher and student schedules was another issue.

Mr. Lai, the school vice principal expressed the “up-side” of this virtual classroom XE "virtual classroom"  experience: “Our students and parents have experienced how useful [information technology] can be in school education," he said.  "Now, teachers see IT as an ordinary teaching tool." 


The possibilities of cyber learning XE "cyber learning"  are endless.  Until recently, most of these possibilities have been as a supplement to traditional schools.  Now, cyber schools have been initiated.  These have filtered down to the elementary and home school arenas.   “Proponents of home schooling in California, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and other states use charter school regulations to launch cyber schools.  In many cases, youngsters who were already being schooled wholly at home are simply turning to cyber charter schools as a conduit to public funding, but others who had been in classrooms are staying home, too, to take whole schedules of courses online.  Furthermore, elementary-age children as well as those in secondary grades are doing this.” (Maeroff, G.)  


Because of their connections to public schools, online schools XE "online schools"  provide elementary home-schooled students some structure and supervision.  In addition, they provide parents with the support they need to successfully home school their children.


Gretchen Nelson’s children attend the Ohio Virtual Academy from their home.  The academy is a charter school, publicly funded and privately managed.  It exists in cyberspace.  It includes online curriculum, grading systems, attendance, a loaned computer, and a teacher reachable online, by phone, and occasionally in person. (Morris, B. R.)  Because this school is publicly funded its curriculum is aligned with state standards.  But even though Mrs. Nelson believes home schooling is best for her children, she does not feel capable of teaching them.  "I don't have any training," said Mrs. Nelson, who majored in English in college but never got her degree. "I wasn't sure what they should be learning and at what age."   This structure offers parents the support of an educator who can customize the learning environment for students and allow for differentiated instruction.  


Not all home schoolers are buying in to online learning and cyber schools.  Although many see the benefits of supplementing home schooling with online coursework and internet searches; they say that online learning negates some of the independence they sought from home schooling.  "The future of independent home schooling is put at risk as government XE "government" -controlled home schooling grows," argued Thomas W. Washburne, the director of the Center for Home Education, a division of the Purcellville, Va.- based Home School Legal Defense Association. 

“If a majority of home schooling parents decide to participate in publicly run programs, it is tempting for the government XE "government"  to come in and say that we are just going to have all home schooling done through the public system," Mr. Washburne said. “There is a point at which this could be a real problem."  (Galley, M.)

Other problems cited by educators who are critical of exclusive online learning are: lack of peer interaction; lack of individualized instruction; maturity issues for elementary students; character development and socialization; and civic value issues.

Child development experts feel that online learning does not provide a developmentally appropriate environment for elementary age students.  "We are not at the point yet where the software [used by online elementary schools] is good enough that you can trust it to teach your child as well as you could," said Jane M. Healy, an educational psychologist. She wrote a 1998 book, Failure to Connect that explored the problems that overuse of technology pose to children, including such physical ailments as eye strain, back strain, carpal tunnel syndrome, and headaches.  "If you let your child be educated by a machine," she said, "don't be surprised if what comes out isn't totally human." (Galley, M.)   


With regard to maturity, Gene Maeroff, of Education Week, asserts: “Those pursuing online studies should possess the perseverance of independent learners and not need constant encouragement to log in regularly and to submit assignments on time. They should be ready to work mostly on their own, out of sight of teachers, and be prepared to apply the same due diligence to online studies that a well- functioning classroom requires.”  


I feel the nuances of communication, other than the spoken word, such as body language, gestures, and facial expressions are not learned and experiences by children with their peers.  The ability to “read” these nuances enables better communication skills.  Face to face interactions force students to encounter disagreements and learn to navigate and problem solve through them.  This type of interaction can be avoided in the virtual environment.  That avoidance will not prepare students for effective group work and problem solving.


Character development is another element of the school environment that some critics say is stifled by online education.  “Character takes shape within the crucible of personal interaction. Youngsters learn sharing, honesty, and reliability, for example, in situations in which they witness the behavior of others and grow accustomed to conducting themselves in accord with certain mores and expectations.” (Maeroff, G.)


I do not believe the debate about online learning and cyber schools is black or white.  Rather as with all innovations in education, a blending or melding of the best each has to offer will enrich our education systems and enable growth and refinement.    Solomon and Schrum sum up the advantages of online learning: “Let us be perfectly clear: We are not promoting technology and Web use for their own sake. The World Wide Web can provide real benefits for teachers and students. Teachers can use incredible resources, and students can learn in unprecedented ways. Teachers have access to lesson plans, supplemental materials, professional articles, primary sources, interactive models, and other tools for teaching. Students have access to source materials, peers and experts at distant locations, and opportunities to publish their work. 

If those options aren't enough, technology also can expand students' horizons with online field trips to historic sites and to museums to study art and artifacts. They can follow expeditions, engage in simulations, and gather environmental data to share with other students. What's more, they can use alternative, interactive approaches to better understand lessons they somehow didn't comprehend before. Teachers who guide their students to learn in these new ways prepare them for lifelong learning.”


One of these innovations and applications in online learning that has proven to be an effective teaching tool and allows for affective as well as cognitive development is WebQuest.  Bernie Dodge of San Diego State University, one of the original developers of WebQuest, defines them as “an inquiry-oriented activity in which some or all of the information that learners interact with comes from resources on the internet, optionally supplemented with videoconferencing.” 


There are two types of WebQuests.  Short-term WebQuests usually last one to three class periods.  They allow students to interact with new material and make some sense of it for a short time.   Long term WebQuests are usually accomplished with a team and last for several weeks to a month in a classroom setting.  This allows for the development of social and communication skills and consensus building.


Dodge cautions that internet learning is not useful if it is not purposeful, having a clear task in mind.  Just surfing the net will not make the best use of students’ time.  He suggests that the following be contained in a WebQuest to allow for “efficiency and clarity of purpose:”  

1. An introduction that sets the stage and provides some background information. 

2. A task that is doable and interesting. 

3. A set of information sources needed to complete the task. Many (though not necessarily all) of the resources are embedded in the WebQuest document itself as anchors pointing to information on the World Wide Web. Information sources might include web documents, experts available via e-mail or real-time conferencing, searchable databases on the net, and books and other documents physically available in the learner's setting. Because pointers to resources are included, the learner is not left to wander through webspace completely adrift. 

4. A description of the process the learners should go through in accomplishing the task. The process should be broken out into clearly described steps. 

5. Some guidance on how to organize the information acquired. This can take the form of guiding questions, or directions to complete organizational frameworks such as timelines, concept maps, or cause-and-effect diagrams as described by Marzano (1988, 1992) and Clarke (1990). 

6. A conclusion that brings closure to the quest, reminds the learners about what they've learned, and perhaps encourages them to extend the experience into other domains. 

Some other non-critical attributes of a WebQuest include these:

1. WebQuests are most likely to be group activities, although one could imagine solo quests that might be applicable in distance education or library settings. 

2. WebQuests might be enhanced by wrapping motivational elements around the basic structure by giving the learners a role to play (e.g., scientist, detective, reporter), simulated personae to interact with via e-mail, and a scenario to work within (e.g., you've been asked by the Secretary General of the UN to brief him on what's happening in sub-Saharan Africa this week.) 

3. WebQuests can be designed within a single discipline or they can be interdisciplinary. Given that designing effective interdisciplinary instruction is more of a challenge than designing for a single content area, WebQuest creators should probably start with the latter until they are comfortable with the format. 

Longer term WebQuests allow for the processes needed for higher order thinking such as comparing, classifying, inferring, deducing, analyzing, and application.  Some examples of WebQuests which would incorporate these skills are:


1. A searchable database in which the categories in each field were created by the learners.

2. A microworld that users can navigate through that represents a physical space.

3. An interactive story or case study created by learners.

4. A document that describes an analysis of a controversial situation, takes a stand, and invites users to add to or disagree with that stand.

5. A simulated person who can be interviewed on-line. The questions and answers would be generated by learners who have deeply studied the person being simulated.

Another example of online learning that integrates traditional methods and theories with new technologies is Literacy Junction.  Literacy Junction, an interactive website for middle school students and their teachers, takes a unique approach to connecting young adult literature to young adult audiences. In this article, they introduce the distinguishing features of Literacy Junction, explain the site’s theoretical underpinnings, and summarize their initial research findings regarding adolescents’ use of the site. While Literacy Junction is grounded in transactional theory, its conceptual base extends into a blend of actual and virtual transactions between readers and texts that expands the traditional boundaries of literacy and learning. The actual and virtual converge in an “impact zone,” a unique learning environment that offers adolescents new options for engaging with text. (Spires, H.)

Hiller Spires and Pru Cuper, the creators of Literacy Junction decided to capitalize on adolescents’ increased time on the web while appealing to their need to make friends and find out who they really are.  Their website is “socially oriented”.  They use what motivates adolescents to get them engaged in a literacy experience.  A description of their virtual learning center follows:  Cyber Heights Middle School (CHMS), Literacy Junction’s virtual learning center, is inhabited by three groups of “cyberpeople” who are depicted in the CHMS yearbook. First, there are the cybercharacters who typify the idiosyncrasies of real-world adolescents and teachers and act as models, demonstrating academic approaches to the literature-related activities offered at Literacy Junction. After getting to know the resident cybercharacters, our actual student visitors are invited to create their own cybercharacters to attend CHMS. These student-created characters immediately become part of the Literacy Junction cybercommunity and are invited to participate in online learning opportunities through the genius of the students who create them. Finally, there are our fictional characters, who include the many protagonists from the books featured on Literacy Junction.  After perusing the yearbook, students go to class, where they can choose from a variety of interactive activities to extend their print-based reading experiences. (Spires, H.)


This interaction between students and cyber texts allows students to transact with text.  This is the transactional theories of text purported by Rosenblatt put into action.  It also supports the constructivist theorists’ models.  By connecting characters and text to themselves, they make the text their own.  


Spires and Cuper further explain the theories underlying their website development:  “As educators, we adhere to Wells’ (1997) belief in creating a healthy tension between instructional convention and invention in the classroom. In keeping with this belief, we applied a similar tension to the theoretical foundation of Literacy Junction. We initially appealed to transactional theory (Rosenblatt, 1976) but determined to extend its tenets into a blend of actual and virtual reader-text transactions that more fully align with Literacy Junction’s expanded boundaries for learning. Beyond Literacy Junction’s singular approach to transactional theory, we attempted to forge new theoretical ground by way of a concept we refer to as Literacy Junction’s impact zone. “


“In extending Rosenblatt’s theory to Literacy Junction’s cyberworld, students are invited to engage aesthetically not only with the featured novels in an actual, print-based transaction but also with the site’s cybercharacters and world in a unique virtual transaction.” (Spires, H.)
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Using technology as a motivator for students reading activities and capitalizing on the social aspects of the internet, Spires and Cuper have shown the benefits of online learning combined with traditional classroom theories and methods.  “It appears that the Literacy Junction impact zone has potential to facilitate both social and academic interests and growth.” (Spire, H.)  The effectiveness of the zone is reflected in a quote from a student participant:  “ I love to read, but for kids who don’t, adding the Internet...knowing they’re going to get to talk online about the books they are reading, gets them more into it. Once they’re in, they like it.”


Literacy Junctions creators expectations for their site are:  “This cyber-enhanced learning environment invites teachers and students to engage with literature, create Web-based personae, and exchange meaningful dialogue using literature as a catalyst in a unique combination of print-based and technology-enhanced formats. Over time, we expect Literacy Junction to help teachers integrate technology in their classrooms, to increase students’ capacities to use technology as a learning tool, and to enhance students’ academic and personal growth as they develop a sense of their own social agency. We believe that using young adult literature in this way -- as an elemental and engaging platform situated within the choice-laden circumstances of the Web -- provides an appealing means of enhancing adolescent cognitive and social development.” (Spires, H.)


The implications of the research on the sites I have visited points to the importance of reflection, continued development, and study of the effectiveness of online learning and the myriad of possibilities for its integration into productive educational contexts.  Boxie and Maring stated in their article,  Cybermentoring: The Relationship Between Preservice Teachers’ Use of Online Literacy Strategies and Student Achievement, “Future research should challenge teacher educators to rethink their conception and delivery of teaching and learning.”  


Solomon and Schrum suggest a few simple steps to engage the worldwide web for learning:

 First, we must recognize that the Web provides ways to address standards and acquire information that students need, and it expands their opportunities to learn. 

 Second, we must recognize that many free, high- quality resources are available online. These primary sources, interactive games, simulations, and other materials optimize the investment we've already made in equipment and infrastructure. 

 Third, to reach true classroom integration, we have to invest in professional development that will enhance teacher comprehension and comfort with what the Web offers. 

 Fourth, we have to link Web-based activities with standards-based curricula and topics needed for tests. All eyes are on test results, so we should use technology to help prepare students to think—in all ways possible. 

 Fifth, we have to prepare future educators to integrate technology as easily as previous generations used textbooks and chalkboards. 

 Sixth, we must involve parents and community members in understanding the value of using Web-based activities for student learning, as well as engage them in dialogue about educational goals and values. 

Internet learning and technology in education are not going away.  It is up to educators and researchers to harness them as learning tools in conjunction with current learning theories and practices.
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