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ABSTRACT

Virtual schools enable students to replace some or all of their traditional classes
with a virtual equivalent, and their continued growth prompts a reflection on
their advantages and disadvantages. Factors such as socialization, pastoral care,
learning style, cost, access and equity, views of school education, democracy
and computer technology all help to explain the possible consequences of
implementing virtual schools. It may be necessary to consider what skills,
knowledge and values students should have in a future society before it is
possible to decide whether virtual schools are ultimately beneficial.

Introduction: the growth of virtual schools

The Internet is becoming increasingly an essential component of school
education in developed countries. Examples of schools’ use of on-line
education include publication of students’ achievements on the World Wide
Web and the availability of web-based resources to supplement traditional
teaching materials. In some cases, students are able to use a computer to work
from home or from other sites outside a conventional school, for part or even
all of their schooling. This approach can be understood as virtual schooling.
The variations of this schooling mode are related to the amount of face-to-face
contact available to students, and the combination of technologies and
pedagogies used. In one sense, virtual schools are not new. Predecessors
involving technologies such as mail, telephone, radio and television have
traditionally provided an opportunity for students who live in remote areas or
who are prevented from attending school because of illness or disability.

There is often an imperative for principals, school systems, parents and
students to consider the adoption of virtual schooling. The impetus for this
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uptake can come from an existing school’s existing involvement in
information and communications technology (ICT) or dissatisfaction with
aspects of traditional schooling. In some cases, education can be provided for
students who cannot readily attend conventional schools, or where student
enrolments do not otherwise justify the employment of a teacher.

An initial response to virtual schools might be to consider that they are
unimportant, as traditional schools continue to attract a very high proportion
of student enrolments. However, there are now over 100 virtual schools in the
United States alone (Clark, 2001). Research by Clark also indicates that more
virtual schools began their operations in the US during 2000 or 2001 (43 per
cent) than in the previous four years combined. In Canada, there is also evi-
dence of growing demand for virtual schools. The two-year cumulative
growth rate for Alberta virtual schools was 125 per cent (SAEE, 2002). In
Queensland, Australia, the Virtual Schooling Service delivers real-time lessons,
and there are also virtual schools in Israel and Europe. In addition, traditional
schools are experimenting with forms of on-line education designed to
supplement conventional modes of schooling rather than replace it.

Virtual schools: problems and possibilities

When computers are used to replace some or all of a student’s traditional
classes, the range of possibilities and problems involved can be understood in
terms of a series of factors. Some of the principal factors for virtual schools are
outlined in Table 1, and, in each case, a corresponding positive or negative
aspect can be identified. These include socialization, pastoral care, learning
style, cost, equity and access, moral distance, web culture, view of school
education, democracy and computer technology. These factors are now
discussed in more detail in the following sections.

Socialization and family relationships
If students are able to spend more time at home, there is the possibility that
family relationships will improve with interaction that is more frequent.
Evidence to support this contention is emerging from the area of home
schooling. Students involved in home schooling are faring well in the area of
social development (Ray and Wartes, 1991), and, increasingly, the Internet is
playing an important part in home schooling (Tapscott, 1998). However, one
of the distinctions between home schooling and virtual schooling is that
parents involved with home schooling accept much of the responsibility for

The Potential and Problems of Virtual Schooling

Glenn Russell 41

WJE 12 1 text.qxd  29/04/05  13:41  Page 41



The Welsh Journal of Education 12 (1) 2003

42 Glenn Russell

Table 1
Advantages and disadvantages of virtual schooling

Possible advantages Possible disadvantages

Socialization Improved family relationships Long-term effect of computer-
through more frequent mediated schooling on 
interaction society is largely unknown

Pastoral care Reduced bullying and Parents may be unable to supervise
harassment when removed students effectively at home
from conventional school

Learning style Favours students who learn Students who require consistent 
independently and are well- teacher support may be 
organized disadvantaged

Cost Reduced need for buildings. Extensive teacher support required
Teachers supplemented by Development cost of interactive
cheaper tutors materials

Equity and access Reduces disadvantage arising Equity concern for those who do 
from isolation or disability not have Internet access

Moral distance Teachers can concentrate on Reduced teacher control of and 
teaching rather than class responsibility for student
control behaviour

Poorer understanding of students’ 
emotional state and values

Web culture Community approach to web Corporate approach to web use
use can strengthen group emphasizes self-promotion and
cohesion biased information

View of school Development of cognitive and Reduced emphasis in affective 
education intellectual skills domain, values and motor skills

Democracy Use of Internet allows student Restrictive communication of
interactive communication text-based modes such as
with many people e-mail reduces participation

On-line computer Familiarity with on-line Computer skills and 
technology computers may assist students understandings already provided

in their daily lives through leisure and school use of
computers
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the teaching of their children. In contrast, virtual schools usually offer an
educational programme in which parents retain a key role in supervision and
pastoral care, but the school is responsible for on-line teaching and the
provision of virtual materials.

Despite these indications, the socialization provided to virtual-school
students may differ from their home-school counterparts. The parents in this
latter group have often been found to be doing so for reasons of religion
(Stevens, 2001) and have often made the choice to offer home schooling to
their children by not accepting paid outside employment. While there is little
available information on the background of virtual-schooling parents, their
dedication to their child’s social development cannot always be assured.

Socialization can be thought of as a learning process whereby individuals
orientate themselves in society and construct their identity. For students of
school age, the values that are inherent in the socialization process may be
formed by interaction with school, peers, media, family and even environ-
ments such as shopping malls. School is only one of a number of ways in
which students are socialized. However, as Moll (1998: 361) points out,
‘public education has become the primary vehicle for the transference of
national narratives, of humanistic and of democratic values’. If socialization by
way of bricks-and-mortar schools is to be subsumed by agencies such as virtual
schools, it is timely to ask what values will be held by future citizens.

Pastoral care problems in traditional and virtual schools
For some students, school can be an unpleasant experience. Del Litke (1998)
concluded from a case study of virtual schooling that a number of virtual
students preferred attending a virtual school because they had been harassed at
their previous ‘traditional’ school. Elliott et al. (1998) also cite examples of
students who were afraid to go to school, or who believed that they might be
victimized in the playground or in restrooms. Less obvious is what Epp (1996:
1) refers to as ‘systemic violence’, where institutional practices and procedures
adversely affect individuals and groups. In this way, educational systems can
contribute to discrimination and tolerance of abuse. Such examples may be
uncommon, but the possibility that they may occur may prompt parents to
consider virtual schooling.

However, supervision problems do not disappear if a student is transferred
from a traditional school-based context to home. Although computer tech-
nology has made it easier for parents to work from home, data from Australian
businesses (Lindorff, 1999) suggests that the prevalence of teleworking can be
overestimated. Many parents are compelled to leave their homes to earn a
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living, and are unable to supervise their children at home on a regular basis. In
addition, while some can spare the time to supervise their children, they may
be unable to help them effectively. Despite parents’ good intentions, some
children can remain unwilling to work. In addition, the virtual environment
itself is a window to a world in which poorly supervised students can access
offensive materials, harass others, or be harassed themselves. While it is
tempting to think that students’ welfare should improve if they were at home
rather than at school, adequate pastoral care and support is not guaranteed.

Learning style: virtual schools do not suit all students
It is likely that virtual schooling will require students to be highly motivated
and organized. In most cases, it is unlikely that there will be a teacher or other
adult constantly available to keep students on task and assist with their
problems. Students will often have to work independently, and, although
there may be virtual help available, it may not be as effective as its face-to-face
counterpart. Teachers know that students do not all learn in the same way, and
that the learning style that suits one may not suit another. Despite this
observation, supporters of virtual schools have used slogans such as ‘anyone,
anywhere, anytime’ (for example, Riddle, 2001). These views contrast with an
educator cited by Vail (2001), who suggested that only about 10 per cent of
the population were suited to a virtual school.

Whether such estimates are correct or not, it would seem the case that
students would benefit from counselling to determine their suitability for
virtual schools. In an attempt to determine whether virtual schooling would
be suitable for individual students, the Outreach School Centre (Outreach,
2001) in Canada provides a virtual questionnaire for prospective students
entitled ‘Is virtual schooling for you?’. Their list of questions asks about self-
motivation, self-discipline, working independently, working alone and
effective time management. It would be inappropriate to offer virtual
schooling to a student who seemed unsuited to it, but was a problem at a
conventional school. Similarly, hidden agendas such as reducing expenditure
on conventional schools or assisting the ICT industry should not be allowed to
overshadow more pressing concerns about students’ suitability for virtual
schools. Where students lack the qualities sought in the Outreach question-
naire, the implementation of virtual schooling may disadvantage them.

Balancing reduced infrastructure cost against hidden expenses
Initially, virtual schools appear attractive because they seem to be cheaper.
There is a reduced need for buildings, infrastructure, services and related areas
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when students work with a computer from home. In some cases, there is also
the possibility of using inexpensive tutors rather than teachers. Virtual schools
are likely to provide an imperative to both deskill and reskill teachers. There
will be a reduced need for educational authorities to pay for skills such as
classroom control, but an increased requirement for teaching skills associated
with technology.

However, it is possible to underestimate the costs of providing virtual
schooling. The development cost of interactive materials can be high. If
students are presented with materials that they find uninteresting or hard to
understand, the virtual school may not be successful. It may be necessary to
look for teams of professional web designers, graphic artists, multimedia
personnel and educational technologists. It is also likely, as Farrell (1999)
suggests, that there will be an ‘unbundling’ of many educational functions.
The development of learning materials, assessment, registration and
administration, which once were carried out by teachers, are likely to become
separate tasks. They may well require the development of sophisticated and
expensive virtual systems. In addition, other costs such as intellectual property
for virtual materials, frequent technological change, and the provision of ICT
services to students need to be considered. Virtual teachers will also be an
ongoing cost, not only because of their salaries, but also because of the need to
provide extensive support and training for them.

Equity and access
Virtual schools reduce the disadvantage for those who previously would have
been unable to participate in conventional schooling because of isolation or
disability. While it could be argued that traditional forms of distance education
such as print-based correspondence schools have also supplied this need
successfully for many years, virtual schools offer more flexibility. Students can
access web sites and e-mail at any time it is convenient for them, without
waiting for the next package of learning materials to arrive.

There are, however, concerns for those who do not have adequate Internet
access. Although the national rate of access to the Internet in the USA was
41.5 per cent in 2000 (NTIA, 2000), Blacks and Hispanics had rates of only
23.5 per cent and 23.6 per cent respectively, and lower rates were reported for
those with a disability (21.6 per cent), and those living in rural areas (38.9 per
cent). Access in schools initially seems better, with 97 per cent of US public
schools connected to the Internet (Digital Divide, 2000). Yet, if students are to
be asked to work from home, it is likely that the inequality of access reported
overall in Falling through the Net is also likely to be reflected in participation.
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Data related to students’ use of computers at home (NCES, 2001) from 1997
indicates a similar trend, in which white non-Hispanic students and those in
families with greater incomes consistently demonstrate better access. It is also
easy for those in industrialized countries to forget that much of the world does
not have adequate access to the Internet at all. For school education, it is
reasonable to conclude that some of those who might benefit the most from
virtual schooling are unable to participate because of insufficient access.

Moral distance: reflective teaching or reduced control?
With virtual schooling, teachers who are operating at a distance from their
students can concentrate on their teaching rather than classroom management.
With much of student interaction taking asynchronous forms such as e-mail,
teachers are able to reflect on students’ responses and refine questions and
source materials. However, this opportunity comes at a cost. Virtual schooling
leads to reduced teacher control over student behaviour and decreased
understanding of students’ emotional states compared to face-to-face teaching.
In the pre-Internet era, Weizenbaum (1972) used an example of a bomber
pilot who operated at an enormous psychological distance from his victims.
He argued that although it appeared that humans were no longer responsible
for what their machines did, computer scientists were still responsible for their
actions and their consequences. More recently, Rubin (1996: 126) has argued
that technology can increase the propensity for unethical conduct by
increasing the ‘moral distance between the act and the responsibility for the
act’. The educational counterpart of this argument is that the reduced
‘bandwidth’ (that is, the amount of information that can be conveyed) that
characterizes virtual schools also leads to a moral distancing effect. The full
spectrum of body language, facial expressions and visual and auditory cues that
teachers expect in a conventional classroom context is usually lacking in virtual
schools. Consequently, on-line computer technology reduces teachers’ ability
to appreciate the ethical consequences of their teaching. Reading a student’s e-
mail, examining a project submitted electronically, or participating in a video
conference may provide insufficient evidence of student understanding and
development of value systems.

Web environments: strengthening community or distorting values?
When students use virtual education, they participate in an environment that
has many of the characteristics of a culture, including language, custom,
convention, beliefs and values. However, there is not one monolithic web
culture, and aspects of the virtual environment which students encounter can
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be valuable or a cause of concern. Community approach to web use can
strengthen group cohesion. Typically, virtual schooling requires participants to
interact with others. There may be web sites to visit where information can be
obtained, but there is also frequently an opportunity to exchange e-mails with
teachers, students and other members of the cyberspace community. Riva and
Galimberti (1997) argue that cyberspace is a social space where a new sense of
self and community can be built. Indeed, Carlitz (1998) was prompted by the
success of a virtual site at the Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh to conclude that
the ability of school networks to serve the community may be the key to the
future of public education.

However, the web can exhibit an unsuitable corporate approach that
emphasizes self-promotion and biased information. Selfe and Selfe (1994)
point out that a computer interface that sees the world as a corporate desktop
may be inappropriate for those whose world is a kitchen counter top. The
very use of computers conditions users into ready acceptance of corporate
values. Increasingly, the web is also being seen as a corporate environment
where students meet with promotional home pages and biased information. As
Fabos (2001) argues, students can produce web sites that promote products,
rather than those which promote community links. Such an approach may not
seem unusual in Western societies, but it contrasts sharply with practices
elsewhere. Wheeler (1998) describes the use of the Internet in Kuwait, and
notes that self-promotion is contrary to the prevailing culture. The virtual
environment in Kuwait contains minimal information about individuals, and
web sites reflect the local cultural imperative of public humility.

School education: cognitive at the expense of affective domains?
Virtual schooling seems to be particularly suited to the development of
cognitive and intellectual skills. There is often an opportunity to reflect on
educational materials, and responses to questions arising from contexts such as
web sites, e-mail, discussion groups and Internet relay chat (IRC). However,
there may be a reduced emphasis on the affective domain. As bandwidth
decreases (in comparison with face-to-face teaching), there is a corresponding
reduction in information available to the student, including body language and
social cues. Cyberspatial educational environments transfer control from the
teacher to the student and supervising parent. The ways in which a virtual
student will learn the values necessary to participate in society will reflect a
decreased emphasis on the teacher and traditional school. Nevertheless, there
will be a greater focus on student characteristics and on the support that
parents can provide. A particular view of school education is implicit in the
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implementation of virtual education that challenges conventional thinking. In
particular, the movement away from face-to-face teaching prompts a rethink-
ing of what is desirable in education.

The Internet: strengthening democracy or reducing participation?
The Internet is democratic in that it allows students interactively to
communicate with many people. For Khan (1997: 5), the web has become
‘one of the most important and democratic mediums of learning and teaching
at a distance’. It is global, interactive and dynamic. As Kenway (1995) suggests,
the Internet provides users with decentralized, distributed direct control over
when, why and with whom they exchange information. It is likely that, with
appropriate guidance, this capability will contribute to greater student
participation, quality and the opportunity for reflection.

Nevertheless, there are two concerns related to participation, involving the
technology used, and the tendency of on-line computer technology to result
in social atomization. The democratic potential of virtual schooling may be
reduced if the technology employed reduces students’ participation through
flawed communication. Text-based environments such as e-mail lack verbal
and body-language cues in comparison with face-to-face teaching. This can
result in teachers’ and students’ missing the nuanced understandings that are
typical of conventional classrooms. A teacher in a traditional classroom who
sees a bored or puzzled student can adjust her teaching to compensate. It is,
however, noteworthy that Del Litke’s (1998) research in a virtual school
indicated concerns with relationships between teachers and students, and
discussion. Teachers felt that they were not always able to relate to virtual-
school students as well as their face-to-face counterparts.

The second of these two areas of concern, where people retreat further into
their homes rather than participate in their community is referred to by Turkle
(1996) as social atomization. Evidence of reduced civic engagement (Putnam,
1995) and declining communication with family members (Kraut et al., 1998)
have been linked with technology. However, the evidence for this process,
and the involvement of students in it, are inconclusive. Suggestions by Kraut
et al. that Internet use could be associated with reduced communication with
family members, a decline in the size of the family circle and increased
depression have been modified by more recent research. Katz and Aspden
(1997) argue that there is insufficient evidence to support pessimistic theories
of the effect of cyberspace on community involvement, and Kraut et al. (2002)
reported that earlier negative effects had largely dissipated.
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On-line computer technology as helping or hindering the development of citizenship
Virtual schools have been seen as justified because they provide some of the
understanding of the on-line world needed for employment (Thrash, 2001),
and on-line computers have been promoted because ‘students will need to
become familiar with the Internet to become prepared citizens (Ellsworth,
1994: 5). However, this argument is not convincing, for two reasons. Firstly,
students can already obtain valuable computer experiences from the leisure use
of on-line computers and from conventional schools. Secondly, rapid changes
in technology and on-line environments are likely to result in early
experiences being of reduced relevance to adult life.

Conclusion: weighing advantages against disadvantages

Given the trends over the past five years, the number of virtual schools looks
set to continue to increase. Their potential to replace face-to-face schooling in
parts of an educational system suggests that a discussion on their advantages
and disadvantages is timely. However, decisions to implement virtual schools
must be based on adequate reflection. Some administrators may be impressed
with their apparent ability to solve pressing educational problems. In geo-
graphic or subject areas where there is a teacher shortage, virtual schools may
be one solution. For students who are ill or living in remote areas, it may in
some cases be the only viable solution. Administrators often face inadequate
educational budgets, and the opportunity to cut expenditure on school
buildings and infrastructure by promoting a virtual alternative may be
tempting. There will be profitable opportunities for some, and others will
welcome an additional avenue of career advancement.

Evidence is emerging from studies and evaluations that virtual-school
students can achieve comparable results to those of conventional schools. A
meta-analysis by Cavanaugh (2001) concluded that distance education in the
compulsory (K-12) section could be expected to result in achievement at least
comparable to traditional instruction in most academic circumstances.
Evaluations of California Virtual School (California Virtual School Report,
2000), Florida High School (Florida High School Evaluation, 2002) and
Virtual High School (Kozma et al., 2000) indicate generally high levels of
achievement and student satisfaction. However, despite such promising
indications, the question of whether virtual schools should be seen as potential
or problem depends on the perspective of the person posing the question.
Given the important social and cultural roles that schools play in society, a
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more reflective approach would incorporate a vision of the future. It would be
useful to ask what society should be like in a few years’ time, and what values
and skills its members should have acquired. From this perspective the ideal
educational system might well be an amalgam of traditional schooling and
virtual schools, in which the learners’ needs and abilities can be matched to the
best available educational practices.
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