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Introduction


A quick look at any secondary school, in any district, in any state, will reveal a need for concern in many areas.  While distance education cannot provide a solution to many of these problems, it can provide an alternative to several inadequacies.  Distance education can help correct problems that exist because of a school's location, size, or budget cuts (Blaylock & Newman, 2005).  Additionally, distance education can serve as a means to allow school districts to reach students that have the inability or have lost the desire to attend a traditional school (Colorado, 2005).  Distance education can truly open the door to a whole new realm of possibilities in the field of secondary education.

What is distance education?


In order to discuss distance education, it is first important to understand what it is.  Distance education has been around for quite sometime and has taken many different forms.  The term itself means "instruction that occurs when the instructor and student are separated by distance, time, or both".  (Distance, 2005)  In the case of distance education for the secondary learner, the instruction is usually through computer-based instruction referred to as CBI or Web-based instruction referred to as Online Courses (Distance, 2005).  CBI classes tend to be more self-paced and individualized than do Online Courses.

Solving the problems.


In a quantitative study of 44 distance education high schools conducted by Tom Clark in 2001, it was discovered that the majority of these schools functioned "to provide a supplemental high school curriculum."  (Blaylock & Newman, 2005)  When utilized correctly or to the advantage of the student, this supplemental curriculum can help to fill-in the gaps that are present in the education the student receives at his regular high school.  For example, schools that are located in rural areas often cannot provide accelerated classes or Advance Placement classes to their students.  This leaves these students at a disadvantage when it comes time to apply for college.  This is not the student's fault, but it still hurts the student's application for college.  If the student was allowed to supplement his curriculum with a distance education class from the Advanced Placement offering, then he would be able to add that class to his college application and not be left out of consideration.  


In another example, schools with a large enrollment number often find it difficult to keep up with the demands of every student.  Students fall between the cracks and are allowed to advance from one grade to the next without the proper skills.  Distance education also offers a solution for this situation on two fronts.  A qualitative article printed in The Clearing House, called Distance Education in High Schools:  Benefits, Challenges, and Suggestions, discusses the fact that distance education allows a single teacher to reach more students with nearly the same amount of effort.  It goes on to explain that distance education helps to foster an individual work ethic while continuously requiring the student to keep improving.  Not only does this improve motivation, but it also helps to decrease the amount of remediation each teacher has to do with her students (2005).


Budget cuts are another area that constantly plague schools and affect students.  In certain instances, these cuts might mean that the school simply does not have the money to provide electives for gifted students or for students that wish to try something new.  In the quantitative study conducted by Clark, over 90% of the distance education schools he studied offered regular core or elective classes (Blaylock & Newman, 2005).  One of the schools in his study, The Florida Virtual School, offers classes like Latin, Marine Science, Personal Fitness, and Thinking and Learning Strategies (Course, 2006).  From a teacher, parent, and student perspective, these are not bad classes to fill a lacking schedule.


Finally, the last set of students that benefit from distance education are those that cannot or will not attend a traditional high school.  In a qualitative example from South Dakota, a school district in Rapid City started an academy to help students they consider to be "at-risk due to transient lifestyles, teenage parenthood, high absentee rates, low socioeconomic status, and medical and/or personal challenges that impact their ability to succeed in the traditional classroom setting."  (Building, 2005)  The online classes provide the students the chance to attend classes as their schedules allow, all while not interfering with their already busy or troublesome lives.

Does it work?  What are the results?


While all of these examples sound good and provide plausible situations where distance education could help to fill-in the gaps left by the inadequacies of a stretched educational system, the question of does it work and are the classes just as good still remains.  And, the answer is yes.


In terms of what distance education has to offer those students that are looking to enrich their secondary education, a quantitative study conducted on a virtual high school in Illinois that 83% of school administrators and 89% of school counselors felt that the virtual school was offering classes on par with what was being offered in face-to-face classes.  The students that took the classes gave them positive reviews as well, and stated that they were likely to take another online class in the future (Blaylock & Newman, 2005).


To further expand, a quantitative study of The Florida Virtual School showed that students who enrolled in and completed the AP classes for Biology, Computer Science, and English received higher than average scores on the AP exams, with 69% of the students receiving a 3 or better in 2000.  By 2001, students in those classes where scoring even better, with 50% of the students scoring 4 or 5 (Blaylock & Newman, 2005).


The results are just as gratifying for the students that do not attend a traditional high school.  In fact, the benefits are two fold for these distance learners.  First, students in this group report that they really enjoy learning again since they are treated like adults and with respect (Colorado, 2005).  Second, in quantitative studies like the one in Colorado, subsequent semesters show that the number of students that complete classes and graduate are on the rise.  In the first semester of 2003, there were only 7 graduates, 48 total credits were received, and 7 students were eligible for placement back into their proper grade level.  At the conclusion of the second semester, 30 students graduated, 172 total credits were received, and 38 students received proper placement.  And for the summer, 39 graduated, 101 total credits were received, and 9 received proper placement (2005).  Not bad figures for students that had given up on education.

Conclusion


Distance education is not a new idea, but it is a new concept in terms of using it to educate secondary learners.  For reasons outside of their control, schools are falling short in certain areas that distance education can help to cover.  The research demonstrates that distance education really is a viable alternative to consider as a means to help fill the void left by school location, size, and budget cuts issues, as well as issue surrounding students that cannot or will not attend a traditional high school.  This technological door is open and just waiting for the education world to walk through it.
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