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Abstract

This chapter investigates some of the critical issues associated with
virtual schools. It reviews historical forms of school education and the
different types of virtual schools that are currently emerging. The
educational value of virtual schooling isconsidered in terms of cognitive
and affective outcomes, and some of the factors that promote the rise of
virtual schools are outlined. The implications of related philosophical
viewpoints and communication theory are explored, together with the
benefits and disadvantages of virtual schools for society. A number of
problemsassociated with virtual schoolsareidentified and somepossible
solutions are outlined. Future trendsin the growth of virtual schooling
and the characteristics of the next generation of virtual schools are
discussed in terms of their implications for school education.
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The Emergence of the Virtual School

Forms of school education have been with usfor around 2,000 years, and
perhapslonger. SchoolsareknowntohaveexistedinPlato’ stime(Marrou,
1956), and historiesof many societiesrefer tothewaysinwhichtheyoung have
been educated. Modesof schooling over timehaveshowndiversity that has
sometimesbeenrelated tothesocial classandreligionof thestudentsandthe
facilitiesavailabletoteachthem. Until quiterecent times, however, they have
been characterised by the physical presenceof teachersand studentstogether.
Usually abuildingisusedfor instruction, and teaching material ssuch asbooks
or blackboardsareofteninevidence.

Duringthe 19th century, education by correspondencewasestablishedinsome
areas of England, Germany, the U.S. and Sweden (Simonson, Smaldino,
Albright, & Zvacek, 2000). The20th century saw theemergenceof additional
alternativestowhat may becalled* bricks-and-mortar” schools. Thesewere
formsof distance education where children could learn without attending
classesonaregular basis. Thetechnol ogiesusedincluded mail, for correspon-
denceschools, and the 20th century technologiesof radioandtelevision. The
school sthat used thesetechnol ogieswereparticul arly valuablefor students
who lived in remote areas, for those whose parentswere frequently on the
move, for studentswhoweretooill to attend school, or for thosewho had been
excluded. InAustralia, aCorrespondence School wasestablishedinMelbourne
as early as 1914 (Correspondence School, 1978), and the Alice Springs
School of the Air commenced radio broadcastsintheNorthern Territory in
1951 (School of the Air, 2002).

However, althoughanumber of exampl esof distanceeducation schoolscanbe
identified during the 20th century, they rarely becamethe princi pal mode of
education. Thereislittleindicationthat parentswanted to abandon conven-
tional schoolsinfavor of distanceeducation, although criticismof schooling has
been constant.

Virtual schoolscanbeseenasavariant of distanceeducation. They emerged
intheclosing yearsof thetwentieth century, and can beunderstood asaform
of schoolingthat usesonlinecomputersto providesomeor all of astudent’s
education. Typically, spatial andtemporal distancingisemployed, andthis
resultsin studentsbeing ableto usetheir computersat aconvenienttimeintheir
homesor el sewhere, rather than being subj ect to meeting at an agreedtimein
aschool building.
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