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Abstract:
The financial lure of lower-cost online learning during a period of tight budgets shouldn't prompt
schools to proceed before giving serious consideration to a multitude of factors.
In 2003, my first year of teaching high school, the district technology representative approached
me about creating an online U.S. Government course that would become one of the first courses
offered in the district's new e-learning program. My district had prided itself on being on the
cutting edge of technological advancements. At the time, it was one of the few districts in
Virginia to maintain a one-to-one laptop initiative, and all courses had been equipped with
Blackboard course management software. An e-learning program was the next step in this
evolution. I agreed to create the course that summer and taught it about 12 times over the next
four years. My class sizes ranged from one student who needed to take the class to satisfy a
graduation requirement to more than 20 students in summer sessions.
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My district implemented online education to embrace the anytime, anywhere learning
environment that was gaining popularity in higher education. The district advertised the program
as a way for homebound and nontraditional students to earn course credits without coming to
school and for giving students flexibility to take summer courses without keeping them from jobs
or vacations. Within a few years, however, the district began designating some courses as online
only during the summer in order to reduce costs and maximize online enrollment.
Over the past decade, as states and localities began feeling the effects of rising gas prices and a
crumbling economy, more districts have begun to regard online education as a way to save
money. Nearly every state has some form of virtual high school program (Schrum, 2004), and
many districts are creating their own online courses. In 2006, Michigan even took the
unprecedented step of requiring all students to take at least one online course during high school.
Online education is a favorable alternative to firing personnel or cutting programs, but district
leaders should proceed cautiously. Online learning may be cheaper than traditional schooling,
but it isn't necessarily equivalent to face-to-face instruction, nor is it an appropriate substitute in
every case for classroom instruction for adolescents.
Benefits of online learning
What makes online learning so attractive to school districts is perceived cost efficiency, at least
in the long term. Once appropriate supports are established, including teacher training, e-learning
theoretically enables districts to manage increasing enrollments without creating additional
infrastructure. Certain courses, especially those with low enrollments, could also be moved
online to create additional classroom space in crowded schools. Moreover, as technology
improves and gets into more students' hands, the cost of online learning will decrease.
Beyond cost efficiency, online learning offers other potential benefits to K-12 schooling,
principally as an education path for homebound students and as a way for students who have
difficulty with traditional educational environments to interact with peers. Considerable research
on e-learning in higher education has also shown that when students take courses online, many of
the discriminatory factors that occur in face-to-face classes are alleviated (Coombs, 2005; Enger,
2006; Davidson-Shivers, Morris, & Sriwongkol, 2003).

Online learning may be cheaper than traditional schooling, but it isn't necessarily
equivalent to face-to-face instruction nor appropriate for all students.
Also, it has been argued that online education could be used to bridge gaps between affluent
districts and districts in low-income urban and rural areas (Journell, 2007). E-learning promotes
curricular democratization in which all students are privy to the same types of academic options.
Some states already have used their virtual high schools to make Advanced Placement courses
and other electives available to inner-city students who would be unable to take them otherwise
(Blaylock & Newman, 2005).
Proceeding cautiously
While shrinking budgets entice districts, K-12 administrators interested in exploring online
instruction should proceed cautiously. Notwithstanding online learning's success in higher
education, it remains a relatively new medium for teaching and learning that is constantly being
improved based on research. Currently, little research documents pedagogical outcomes of
online instruction in precollegiate environments. The extant research suggests that implementing
online instruction to adolescents will require considerable education and training for students and
teachers.
Perhaps the first challenge that districts must address is the perception that online learning is an
easy way to bypass the type of engaged learning one would typically find in a face-to-face class.
In a study of an online high school U.S. History class, I found that many students took the course
because they didn't particularly care for the subject and thought it would be a quick and painless
way to earn class credit without having to immerse themselves in the content. The teacher shared
this perception, saying that he believed the primary function of the course was to disseminate
content as opposed to really getting students interested in the topic. He also believed his online
students were uninterested in social aspects of instruction, such as discussion, and were only
concerned with learning enough to pass the course and the state-mandated end-of-course
assessment (Journell, 2008, 2010). To avoid having online programs regress into the digital
diploma mills chastised by Noble (2001) and others, districts will need to correct these types of
misconceptions by educating students and faculty about the realities of online education.
Related to that issue is teacher training. When my district approached me to design that online
U.S. Government course, I had taken only a couple online courses as part of my master's degree
program and had no training for teaching online. My superiors viewed me as an effective
classroom teacher and assumed I could transfer my instruction online, an assumption that's rarely
correct. Too often, instructors are asked to teach online because they have been recognized by
administrators as being exceptional classroom teachers or being particularly adept at technology,
neither of which automatically translates into effective online pedagogy. Online instruction
requires a different skill set and dispositions (Garrison & Anderson, 2003; Journell,
2008; Quinlan, 2011).

Beyond content dissemination
If districts choose to move programs online, they must provide teachers with sufficient learning
opportunities to explore the various nuances of online instruction, such as creating classroom
community, learning to implement synchronous and asynchronous communication, and
assessing student performance. To move online courses beyond content dissemination, teachers
must know how to promote reflective, constructivist learning online — a process that may look
different than what is typically done in a face-to-face class (Berge, 2002; Buraphadeja &
Dawson, 2008; Garrison & Cleveland-Innis, 2005). Of course, there is a limit to how much
professional development districts can be expected to provide in this area since most online
teachers probably won't teach exclusively online. If online K-12 education continues to gain
traction in the United States, university teacher education programs will need to include courses
in online pedagogy as part of their standard curriculum (Davis & Roblyer, 2005).
Students also must learn what to expect from online instruction. They must know that online
courses aren't designed to avoid social interaction and engagement with content. Rather, students
should get instructions on the habits needed for successful online experiences as well as
examples of how to communicate with classmates and teachers on a regular basis. Research in
higher education has shown that requiring students to attend at least one face-to-face meeting
with the teacher and their classmates before starting an online course leads to a greater sense of
community and greater academic success among students (Haythornthwaite, Kazmer, Robbins,
& Shoemaker, 2004).
Students also must recognize how much intrinsic motivation is required to be successful in
online courses. Based on research among adult learners, online courses, on average, have higher
dropout rates than face-to-face classes, and the main reasons students fail online classes is
because they simply stop doing work and “disappear” (Jun, 2005). Research suggests that many
younger students lack the requisite intrinsic motivation needed to succeed online, especially
when compared to older students (Hoskins & van Hooff, 2005; Weiner, 2003). Secondary
students in particular may need the constant reinforcement and reminders that occur in face-toface classes and may have difficulty succeeding in an online environment where the teacher is
not physically present.
Therefore, allowing students to choose whether to take courses online is probably advisable.
Forcing students to take courses online may set up less intrinsically motivated students for
failure. Moreover, before students register for online courses, have them take a type of
personality test that can predict their level of success based on their answers to questions probing
their learning preferences and styles (Roblyer 1999; Roblyer, Davis, Mills, Marshall, & Pape,
2008). Then, students can be better counseled into online or face-to-face courses based on their
academic strengths and weaknesses. Districts should always market their online courses by
noting that online instruction is not for everyone.
Of course, no matter how much training and preparation students and faculty receive, there will
always be issues that must be addressed on a case-by-case basis. For example, even though the
Internet has become ubiquitous in American society, some geographic areas and households still
don't have regular access to computers or high-speed Internet connections. Certainly, students

who don't have technology at home could be expected to complete online courses at school or
other areas where technology is available, such as a public library, but these accommodations
may create transportation issues for students and their parents. The greater concern is that a
secondary digital divide has developed in the U.S. — one defined less by access and more by the
lack of technological literacy. The nature of the digital divide coupled with ever-changing
technology advancements means individuals who find themselves on the wrong end of the divide
will stay there (Haythornthwaite, 2007). Students who fall into this category will need additional
support if they choose to take courses online.
Finally, one aspect of online learning that hasn't received much attention in the literature is how
online courses should be adapted to accommodate students with special needs. Too often, online
courses are created with a “one size fits all” approach that doesn't allow for differentiated
instruction (Keeler & Horney, 2007). If online learning is to be a viable alternative to face-toface K-12 instruction in the U.S., districts must take appropriate steps to ensure that their courses
meet the needs of English language learners and students with special needs.
Conclusion
Online learning is most likely the future of public education in the United States, which may
actually be beneficial given the Internet's potential to equalize academic opportunities. To stand
in the path of a moving train is as unproductive as it is foolish.
However, we must be realistic about the effect of the current budget crisis on public education in
the United States. Districts must be creative in their attempts to save money, but history has
shown that when education reform is prompted by knee-jerk reactions to external financial or
social pressures, the result rarely leads to positive education outcomes for students. Simply
throwing programs online in a quick attempt to save money is not the answer. Online courses
must be comparable to face-to-face instruction in terms of rigor and opportunities for engaged
learning — outcomes that can occur only if districts proceed cautiously and spend the time and
money necessary to build sufficient infrastructure and train personnel in best practices of online
pedagogy.
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