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INTRODUCTION: THE EMERGENCE 
OF THE vIRTUAL SCHOOL

Until recent times, schools have been charac-
terised by the physical presence of teachers and 
students together. Usually, a building is used 
for instruction, and teaching materials such as 
books or blackboards are often in evidence. In 
the 20th century, alternatives to what may be 
called “bricks-and-mortar” schools emerged. 
These were forms of distance education, where 
children could learn without attending classes on 
a regular basis. The technologies used included 
mail, for correspondence schools, and the 20th 
century technologies of radio and television.

Virtual schools can be seen as a variant of 
distance education. Russell (2004) argued that they 
emerged in the closing years of the 20th century 
and can be understood as a form of schooling 
that uses online computers to provide some or 
all of a student’s education. Typically, spatial and 
temporal distancing is employed, and this results 
in students being able to use their computers at 
convenient times in their homes or elsewhere, 
rather than being subject to meeting at an agreed 
upon time in a school building.

The concept of a virtual school is agreed upon 
only in broad terms, as there are a number of vari-
ants. Some virtual schools insist on an agreed upon 
minimum of face-to-face contact, while others are 
so organized that a student might never set foot 
in a classroom. It is possible for a virtual school 
to have no physical presence for students to visit, 
and an office building in one state or country 
can be used to deliver virtual school services to 
interstate or international students.

One way of categorizing virtual schools is 
by imagining where they might be placed on a 
scale of face-to-face contact between students 
and teachers. At the conservative end of this 
scale, there would be conventional schools, where 
students use online computers in classrooms or 
labs for some of their lessons. A trained teacher 
in the same subject area might be available to help 
students, or other teachers, volunteers, or parents 
could supervise them.

Toward the middle of such a scale would be 
mixed-mode examples, where some subjects are 
offered in virtual mode, but students are asked 
to visit the school on a regular basis to monitor 
their progress or to participate in other face-to-
face subjects, such as sport, drama, or art. At 
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the other end of the scale are virtual schools 
where the student and teacher never meet, and 
there is no requirement for the student to enter 
a school building for the duration of the course. 
One example of such a virtual school is Florida 
High School, where, as the Florida High School 
Evaluation (2002) noted, there is no Florida High 
School building, and students and teachers can 
be anywhere in the world.

FACTORS PROMOTING THE RISE 
OF vIRTUAL SCHOOLS

The principal factors that account for the growth of 
virtual schools include globalisation, technologi-
cal change, availability of information technology 
(IT), economic rationalism, the model provided 
by higher education, perceptions about traditional 
schools, and the vested interests of those involved 
in them.

The first of these factors, globalisation, refers 
to a process in which traditional geographic 
boundaries are bypassed by international busi-
nesses that use IT for globally oriented companies. 
It is now possible for curriculum to be delivered 
remotely from across state and national borders. 
Educational administrators can purchase online 
units of work for their school, and parents in de-
veloped countries can sometimes choose between 
a traditional school and its virtual counterpart. 

As IT continues to develop, there is a corre-
spondingly increased capacity to deliver relevant 
curricula online. As broadband connections 
become more common, students will be less 
likely to encounter prolonged delays while Web 
pages load or other information is downloaded. 
Advances in computers and software design have 
led to developments such as full-motion video 
clips, animations, desktop videoconferencing, 
and online music. Collectively, what is referred 
to as the Internet is already very different from 
the simple slow-loading Web pages of the early 
1990s.

Economic rationalism also drives the spread 
of virtual schools, because the application of eco-
nomic rationalism is associated with productivity. 
For education, as Rutherford (1993) suggested, 
the collective or government provision of goods 
and services is a disincentive to private provision, 
and deregulation and commercialisation should 
be encouraged. Consistent with this understand-
ing is the idea that schools, as we know them, are 
inefficient and should be radically changed. Perel-
man (1992) argued that schools are remnants of 
an earlier industrial age that ought to be replaced 
with technology.

The ways in which higher education has ad-
opted online teaching provide an example of how 
online education can be accepted as an alternative. 
The online courses provided by universities in 
recent years have proliferated (Russell & Russell, 
2001). As increasing numbers of parents complete 
an online tertiary course, there is a corresponding 
growth in the conceptual understanding that vir-
tual schooling may also be a viable alternative. 

Those convinced that existing schools are 
unsatisfactory can see virtual schools as one al-
ternative. Criticism of schools for not adequately 
meeting student needs, for providing inadequate 
skills required for employment, or not preparing 
students for examinations and entrance tests, 
are continuing themes that can be identified in 
a number of educational systems. Discussions 
related to school reform can include funding, re-
sourcing, teacher supply, curriculum change, and 
pedagogy, but they can also include more radical 
alternatives, such as virtual schooling. 

PROBLEMS OF vIRTUAL SCHOOLS 
AND THEIR SOLUTIONS

Virtual schools face a number of challenges related 
to the way that teaching and learning are imple-
mented in online environments. While similar 
problems can also be identified in conventional 
schools, the different natures of virtual schools 
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