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When the Kentucky Virtual School was established in 2000, it was one of the first and online state virtual schools in the country. Since then, online education has been spreading rapidly across the United States and today, according to the recently released Keeping Pace with K12 Online Learning report, there are 38 states with state led virtual schools and/or state virtual school policies. The Sloan Foundation, which researches online education, also found that during the 2005-2006 school year, nearly two-thirds of US school districts were offering online courses and 60% of these districts expected their online enrollments to grow by approximately 20% over the next two years.
This growth of virtual schooling means that students who need or want to take courses not available locally can access them over Internet. While the spread of online courses is particularly important in rural or high-needs districts, their success is dependent on the availability of trained online instructors to teach them effectively. 
In the virtual classroom, as in the traditional classroom, the teacher remains the single most important factor in a student’s success. As the National Education Association states in their recent Guide to Teaching Online Courses, “Good courses require good teachers. This is where the online opportunity provides the greatest opportunity, and the greatest challenge. Online teaching shares much with face to face teaching, but it also has a unique set of skills and requirements if educators are to teach well online.” 
Effective online instructors need training and ongoing professional development to develop their online teaching skills. We’ve found in our virtual school instructor training at EDC/EdTech Leaders Online that it’s particularly effective if this training is provided online, enabling instructors to gain valuable experience as online learners prior to having their own online students. Teachers participate in an intensive seven session online course where a trained facilitator models effective online teaching and participants both learn about the uniqueness of the online classroom and have an opportunity to practice online facilitation skills and techniques.
Key Differences in the Online Classroom
What’s different in the online classroom and why do online instructors need specific training? Key differences are described below along with strategies we use in our training to prepare online teachers to address them.
Online curriculum is different from face to face curriculum. Online curriculum is organized into online sessions or units, with a combination of text-based material and multimedia content. Online students are expected to read and explore activities on their own, and online instructors must be able to provide clear expectations for student participation, products and pacing. Online instructors must also be prepared to support students with varied reading levels and learning needs, and to teach in a technology rich online “classroom”. Teachers also learn to identify supplementary resources for their curriculum and enhance their course with appropriate web-based materials.
Social dynamic is different in an online classroom.  The focal point of the online classroom is the online discussion, which provides an important opportunity for student reflection, demonstration of mastery, and interaction with other students and the instructor. The pace of the online discussion is slower than discussion in a face-to-face classroom, but this often enables deeper learning and full participation of all students, because of the 24/7 availability of the virtual classroom. We model and prepare teachers to use effective questioning techniques to support critical thinking and to recognize the individual learning needs of their online students. Online teachers need to practice writing discussion prompts and responding to specific challenges they may face facilitating online discussions or supporting student engagement through addressing scenarios drawn from real virtual school classrooms. Teachers also develop a schedule for their weekly online facilitation tasks, recognizing that the demands full student participation and 24/7 access can be daunting to new online instructors.
Assessment strategies are different in an online classroom.  The online format provides students with new opportunities to demonstrate their leaning, with time for reflective participation in the online discussion and feedback from the instructor. The online discussion can be archived and referenced at any time by the instructors and students, providing ongoing documentation of student learning and participation. Course management systems systematically collect student participation data and provide new opportunities for just-in-time and/or individualized assessments and project based learning. Online instructors need to set clear expectations and guidelines for course and discussion participation and use a variety of strategies to assess student learning.
Technical challenges may interrupt the online classroom.  As technology and access for online learning improves, technical challenges faced by students and instructors may be decreasing, but as with any use of technology, technical challenges are to be expected and it’s often the online instructor who is the first contact. The online instructor needs to be comfortable using technology and able to resolve basic technical problems with patience, while knowing when to contact outside assistance so that disruption for the student(s) or the course is minimized. Online instructors also need to take time to check online links and webtools used in their course prior to the session, recognizing that the Web is always changing and web-based resources may relocate or disappear without notice.
Key Strategies for Effective Online Teachers
Below are examples of successful teaching strategies we’ve learned from our own online teaching and that we try to model in our training courses to enable virtual instructors to manage their online classroom, maintain participation and support student learning.
· Establish clear expectations and deadlines from the start
· Be in regular communication with students, using multiple methods including:
· Combine whole group and individual email regularly

· Be willing to use the phone as needed
· Use chat or virtual classrooms to offer “office hours” and/or synchronous discussions as needed
· Guide participants through projects, activities and problems with carefully crafted directions and timely responses to questions
· Pay attention to  online voice: be positive, personal, professional, approachable and mindful of tone
· Provide regular and timely feedback 
· Model good online behavior and encourage student reflection

· Listen to and learn from students
· Be flexible to meet the goals and individual learning needs of students 
· Use questioning techniques rather than providing all the answers 

Online Teaching is Changing Teaching  

Online teaching changes teachers and the way they teach, requiring even the best to rethink their teaching practices. In fact, many online instructors report that online teaching improves their face-to-face teaching with their new understandings of how to teach with technology, support individualized instruction, increase student engagement and/or facilitate deeper discussions with more effective questioning techniques. Research is also beginning to show that the online format enables teachers to be more accessible to their o students. Virtual schooling is at the forefront of innovation in schools today, and online teachers play a pivotal role in this process.
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