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Future Issues in
Online Learning

With online learning poised to be mainstream in less than a decade, K–12
administrators face fundamental questions and far-reaching opportunities.

A
The fact that students are learning over the Internet is so

familiar that it is invisible to students and teachers alike.What
is especially rich is the interaction and sharing of ideas between
other students, collaborating inside and outside of the class-
room, and the creation of new content related to the academic
work they are engaged in daily. What makes a high-quality
online learning environment today and in the future? The
quality of the teacher, the quality of the human interaction,
the academic rigor, and the student support are all key, but teach-
ing excellence is what makes the gold standard of high-
quality online learning possible.

Online learning started as a way to expand access to courses
and teachers that were otherwise not available at schools. In
the future, the issues will be centered on how to use the in-
novation of online learning to solve the bigger problems in K–12
education: how to offer a world-class education for every stu-
dent, how to improve teaching and course quality, how tomove
to performance- and competency-basedmodels of learning, how
to ensure every student is college-ready, and how to scale the
delivery model for all students.

World-Class Opportunities
In the next three years, students across the European Union
will enroll in online courses through the new International Bac-
calaureate (IB) diploma online.The IB programwill hire mas-
ter teachers from 26 countries and train them to teach online.
The “gold standard” of online IB courses will be developed and
perfected to teach a thorough, world-class curriculum toward

an internationally recognized high school diploma, demand-
ing that students are fluent in multiple languages. These stu-
dents will interact with other students in their classes frommore
than 26 different countries, they will learn frommaster teach-
ers across the continent, and they will collaborate on a global
scale as they gain the skills to become global citizens.They will
be effective, technologically savvy communicators.

Access and Growth
Actually, the future is now. In the United States in 2007, there
were one million enrollments in K–12 online learning, up
from 50,000 in 2000. Online learning is growing in the United
States at 30 percent annually, although in states with sup-
portive policies and funding, student demand for online learn-
ing has shown growth rates of 100 percent—doubling student
enrollments in online courses from year to year.

In their new book, Disrupting Class: How Disruptive Inno-
vation Will Change the Way the World Learns, Clayton Chris-
tensen,Michael Horn, and Curtis Johnson predict that online
learning will grow from 5 percent of all K–12 courses in 2012
to 50 percent of all courses by 2019. Online learning is an in-
novation that is driven by what the authors describe as “the
ability for students, teachers, and parents to select a learning
pathway through each body of material that fits each of the
types of learners—the transition from computer-based to
student-centric technology” that has already started today in
our virtual schools. It doesn’t necessarily mean students and
teachers are “distance” learning, as online learning can be a new
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distribution model for courses within schools as well as pro-
viding ways to offer more courses, to use timemore efficiently,
to prepare students for competency and college, and to pro-
vide more personalized instruction from teachers.

Preparing Every Teacher
In the United States, with the publishing of the North
American Council for Online Learning’s “National Standards
for Quality Online Teaching,” teacher-training institutions
are beginning to offer courses as well as certificate and degree
programs that include full preparation for online teaching and
blended or hybrid online learning. Already, new delivery mod-
els within and outside of classrooms using online learning
allow for increased instructional support for less self-directed
students, while more self-directed students are increasing the
self-pacing so that they can actually learn more—both greater
amounts of content and new content in more depth—making
a better use of class time than possible today in a classroom lim-
ited to one teacher, one 50-minute class period, one room, and
one textbook. Classrooms in this traditionalmodel are resource-
poor environments. Online learning is a new delivery and dis-
tribution model for students demanding new engaging models
offered online, and online
learning can offer a range of
high-quality content.Here are
someways online learning pro-
vides expanded learning op-
portunities for all students:
• Online learning allows for
expanded communication,
collaboration, and creativ-
ity tools.

• Online teaching and learn-
ing provides a platform for
collaboration with students, teachers, and experts globally.

• Online courses allow for distributed teams of students to
engage in problem-based learning, problem solving, criti-
cal thinking, and communication using the technical skills
needed in the real-world learning environments for colleges
and the workforce.

• Online learning provides improved use of time with
asynchronous and synchronous communication and col-
laboration capabilities.

• Online learning will expand the use and provide organiza-
tion of student- and teacher-generated content.

• Online learning can provide improved use of class time in
face-to-face settings for Socratic questioning, rich discus-
sions, and thoughtful engagement.

• Online learning can create an enterprise-wide delivery sys-
tem for true competency-based, student-centric learning.

Competency-Based Learning
Students learn at different paces, with different learning styles,
and need different levels of instructional support from lesson
to lesson. Without technology, this is nearly impossible to
manage in a monolithic, face-to-face setting with a group of

30 students. Online learning makes personalized, self-paced
learning available.True individualization of instruction comes
from focusing on competency.Online learning can be designed
to deliver content in a competency-based model, with teacher-
led instructional activities and feedback, with ongoing assessment
embedded into the system for real-time performance data.

In a competency-based model of online learning, the
competencies are carefully selected and based on the state ac-
ademic standards. Since the vast majority of states have well-
defined academic curricular standards in most subjects, one
could argue that the innovation of competency-based online-
learning systems would be easier to implement in K–12 edu-
cation than in higher education, where course content varies
from institution to institution and faculty member to faculty
member. K–12 education has some advantages when scaling
up online learning for competency-based, student-centric
learning—but we must build the delivery system and infra-
structure to make it a reality.

The delivery components for competency-based online
learning include:
• online learning that is self-paced;
• online learning that allows for large groups, small groups,

and individual self-directed learning as appropriate;
• online-learning content that is sourced from multiple
providers and increasingly decentralized;

• online learning that provides online tutors and expanded
student support services;

• online learning that uses more sophisticated software, such
as embedded artificial intelligence, differentiated learning
pathways, and diagnosed feedback that can pinpoint prob-
lem areas and offer additional resources;

• online-learning student-information data systems that
collect the level of data needed for performance-based learn-
ing environments; and

• high-speed broadband, with access to a computer for every
student and teacher.

Assessing and Evaluating Outcomes
Creating 21st-century models of assessment is important in
examining future issues in learning. If there is to be true mas-
tery of content by knowledge, skills, and abilities, then em-
bedding assessments throughout the student’s engagement
with the content will help provide the data needed to manage
and evaluate the performance-based delivery model in
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education. Some opportunities for evaluation can be collect-
ing data andmeasuring student satisfaction within the content
and interface, measuring true time on task, tracking click-
throughs in the content, and allowing user control of the con-
tent such as reading (and re-reading) text, playing and replay-
ing video related to text (such as animations of concepts),
streaming video (watch and rewind), simulations, and stu-
dent- or teacher-created presentations of the same concepts.
Of course, the assessment of skills in context-based environ-
ments, by taking advantage of virtual reality, using avatars, of-
fering rigorous oral and written assessments, or evaluating
projects and portfolios are among ways that online learning is
proving to be more demanding than many traditional envi-
ronments. Competency-based programs should be designed to
embed criterion-referenced assessments, with the criteria being
the competencies for the academic standards.

Teachers and instructional designers should develop simu-
lations and assessments with appropriate rating scales. Students
must have clear expectations of the performance level that is
expected and how their progress will be evaluated. As the
progression is competency-based and self-paced, there are op-
portunities for practice until mastery is achieved. When de-
centralizing the sourcing for content and assessments and
pulling them together in enterprise-wide e-learning systems,
matching the rating and scoring scales in assessments is onemajor
issue that should be addressed at the outset by districts and states.

Quality Issues
Quality assurance in online learningwill becomemore important
in the future as the delivery model allows precise data to be
collected on the entire learning experience. Today, the meas-
ures of quality assurance in traditional schools are limited in
the United States, especially compared with other developed
nations. For example, the British conduct inspections of K–12
schools where auditors review extensive data on quality meas-
ures and performance, including teacher performance based on
student achievement, and the data are then tied back to their
teacher-training institutions in higher education.

Quality measures for online learning should mirror those
required for traditional face-to-face teaching, as the two will
blend in the future. Quality assurance is important in threemain
areas: courses, teaching, and academic programs.

Already, there are national standards of quality for online
courses and for online teaching. These checklists provide cri-
teria for developing courses, training, and evaluating effec-
tiveness in each area. For programs, quality management will
be based more on performance outcomes and less on system
inputs. Additionally, quality control is handled through the rec-
ognized accreditation agencies. Accreditation agencies are
working to improve their methods to take into account the
growth of online learning.

Blended Learning
Increasingly, the lines between online learning that is done at
a distance and online learning that is delivered within our
classrooms will blur. This new model will incorporate online

courses and resources, with teachers trained in new strategies
for both teaching online and using blended learning in class-
rooms to make the best use of face-to-face time for discussions
and projects, while encouraging students to work harder.

Competency-based models and new teaching strategies
using online courses will cause a major shift in the instructional
model and the use of time in traditional schools. Blended
learning using online courses is the only way to overcome the
challenges of limited time or space in our schools. Amajor shift
in pedagogy is under way as teachers use the Internet as a de-
livery model to expand access, provide asynchronous learning,
guide individual instruction, and offer students support.

Scaling the Innovation
Colleges and universities have dramatically scaled up their op-
tions for online courses and online degree programs in the past
10–20 years, fueled by student demand and a funding model
that allows students to select the appropriate institution, pro-
gram, degree, or course. Students in higher education pay tu-
ition—either out of pocket, through scholarships, or through
financial aid—which allows them to choose the program that
best fits their educational needs. In contrast, while online
learning now opens up a range of world-class educational op-
portunities for students at any location, the funding model for
K–12 education greatly limits access to online programs. Stu-
dents are limited to whether their state has authorized online
programs, whether their state has approved the use of tax-
payer dollars for virtual schools, and whether their state allows
teacher reciprocity—for teachers to teach across state lines, even
if they are master teachers licensed in another state.

The three biggest challenges for scaling upK–12 online learn-
ing are:

1. Limited choices by regulation:Only 18 states allow full-
time cyber charter schools, and only 26 states have statewide
supplemental programs for students to take online courses.

2. Funding and state financing of education: Only two
states have school-finance systems that allow for taxpayer dol-
lars to follow the students when they enroll in an online course
part-time, and only 18 states allow for taxpayer dollars to fol-
low the student into full-time online programs. Meanwhile,
most of the 26 states with part-time programs fund supplemental
programs through an annual appropriation, so enrollments are
limited to the appropriation amount and not scalable based on
demand. Without scalable funding, only the “haves” will be
able to afford online programs for their students. Online learn-
ing is scalable, but we need to update our finance systems to
allow students to access the most appropriate academic
opportunities available.

3. Reciprocity for online teaching licenses: Many states
are facing teacher shortages; reciprocity would allow for teach-
ers with appropriate credentials to teach across state lines. Cur-
rently, many online programs have teachers who need to be
licensed in multiple states (in some cases, 20 or more differ-
ent state teaching licenses). This makes it very difficult to scale
online learning with highly qualified teachers. Only North
Dakota allows full reciprocity for online teachers with other states.
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Future Focus
In expanding their online-learning options, elementary
and secondary public school districts and state education
agencies will need to prepare to focus on new models of
embedded assessment; evaluating outcomes; funding
models based on performance; building competency-
based, enterprise-wide systems; and awarding credit and
degrees based on a new delivery model.

Content development will increasingly be decentral-
ized andwill come from anywhere—students, parents, and
teachers from across the world. As a result, quality con-
trol will matter more than ever. Online learning systems
will continue to develop, and the types of sophisticated soft-
ware embedding appropriate assessments, artificial intelligence,
and effective instructional design will help support teachers—
not replace them—so that teachers can focus on being the
experts who deepen discussions to ensure rigor and build un-
derstanding in an increasingly complex world.

The tipping point when online courses are mainstreamed
into most school classrooms is predicted to happen in the next
six to eight years. Christensen, Horn, and Johnson predict it
will happen “in approximately 2014 when online courses have
a 25 percent market share in high schools.”

In the next 10 years, there will be a dramatic shift toward
online learning:
• Every state and school district will offer online learning to
K–12 students so that every student has the opportunity
to access the highest-quality education available.

• Every school will offer teacher-led, online courses—both
blended and distant—to serve every child’s need with in-
dividualized opportunities.

• Every school leader will understand the importance of on-
line learning to expand access to opportunities, prepare
students for college and the workforce, and reduce in-
equities that exist in our education system.

• Every school will use class time and building space differ-
ently in order to promote collaboration, communication,
and creative activities. The use of the technology will allow
time shifting and a focus on personalized growth and knowl-
edge attainment through a competency-based system.

• Every school and community will have a high-speed, broad-
band, wireless Internet infrastructure that allows each
student to access a full menu of online courses, services, and
programs at any time, any place, and any pace.

• Every teacher will be trained to use digital content for
instruction and to have strategies that increase the problem-
solving, collaborative, and critical-thinking skills of stu-
dents, while monitoring the progress of student academic
growth and performance.

• Every teacher will understand how tomanage course progress,
collaboration, new assessment models, and e-portfolios.

• Every teacher will be able to individualize instruction and
track data on student performance.

• Every student will be able to choose the best courses to fit
their individual needs in meeting academic standards,
knowledge, and skills development.

• Every student will have access to advanced courses, foreign
languages, and math and science courses in high demand
to prepare them for the rigors and competitive college and
workplace—taught by highly qualified teachers.

• Every student will have access to diagnostic tools and in-
stant feedback to show how they are performing academi-
cally, as well as access to a range of support resources—from
real-time tutoring to self-directed, accelerated learning for
a range of needs.

• Every parent will have a range of choices for academic pro-
grams to best fit their children’s unique needs.

• Every parent will be able to access up-to-the minute data,
showing their student’s performance and what skills they
have achieved based on internationally benchmarked knowl-
edge and competency standards. How well a student is
doing in school will be fully transparent—the up-to-the-
minute student data and information will be accessible on-
line, with detailed reporting of grades, student performance,
and competency based on each academic standard.

Conclusion
Student-centered learning through online delivery is here to
stay.Newmodels that engage students, focus on skills and knowl-
edge, take advantage of competency-based learning, and allow
for creating an e-portfolio of acquired knowledge are being
adopted in schools around the world quickly. Our students will
collaborate in online environments in ways we never thought
possible. Just as quickly as the Internet has expanded access to
collaboration, networking, images, videos, researching,
writing, and creating tools, our new models of innovative
online learning are using emerging technologies to support
the highest-order thinking skills, creativity, and knowledge
transfer for teachers and student-learningmethodologies alike.
The next-generation student is here; we must ensure the next
generation of online learning is here to support them
for college- and workforce-readiness. New online-learning
options will offer the chance for every child to achieve a world-
class education. •••

Susan Patrick is president and chief executive officer of North
American Council for Online Learning (NACOL).
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