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The task of categorizing forms, models and types of Virtual Schools in an appropriate, coherent and comprehensive manner is not a simple task.  A wide variety of resources are available to determine an appropriate methodology to complete this undertaking.  A literature review in the Computers and Education International Journal by noted authors Barbour and Reeves’ as well as the White Paper by Hassell and Terrell are just two articles which delve into the topic.  A more extensive review, including a variety of suggested categorizations of Online Learning is available within  Keeping Pace with K-12 Online Learning, an ongoing project to reevaluate the picture of online learning on a yearly basis since 2004 (Watson, et. al. 2011).

Through the use of these resources, some common, overlapping areas of categorization are apparent, while in other areas, the form, model and type of Virtual Schools, which is just one name for the entity, are categorized differently or not as extensively. Categorization is necessary to create a common ground for the discussion and understanding of Virtual Schools, as well as a framework for improvement throughout their evolution. This paper serves to present a suggested categorization based on just a few resources for the purposes of more clearly representing the variety of Virtual School offerings. 
Categorization of Virtual Schools can be considered in three different divisions. First of all, Virtual Schools can be categorized by organization or governing body. The other two divisions are comprised of the two different functional levels of Virtual Schools, one addressing how instruction is delivered on a large scale, the other, on a small school level scale.
The Foundation of Categorization: Organization or Governing Body of the School

How Virtual Schools are run or governed seems to be an overlapping concept in categorization regardless of the author or source. A difference does exist in how the governing entity is described or designated. The Barbour and Reeves article included two charts, one excerpted from a 2001 article by T. Clark regarding trends in virtual schools, and another from an earlier, 2004 version of Keeping Pace by Watson et al.   The article states there is a difference in the “focus” of categorization:
“The main difference between the Clark (2001) classification and the Watson et al. (2004) classification was Clark’s focus upon the entity that was responsible for the administration of the virtual program compared to Watson et al.’s focus upon the geographic” (Barbour, & Reeves, 2009, p. 404).
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Type

Description

State-sancioned, state-level
College and university-based

Consortium and regionally-based
Local education agency-based
Vietual charter schodis

Private vintual schools

For-profit providers of curicula, content, tool
and infrastructure

“Those virtual schools that operate on a statewide level, such as the FLVS or the linois Virtual School (IVHS)
“Those independent university high schools or university-spansored delivery of courses to K-12 students, such as the
University of Nebraska-Lincoln Independent Study High School or the Uriversity of California College Prep Online (UCCP)
Those virtual schools operated by 3 group of schools or school districts that pool their resources to partcipate, such a5 the
vHS

“Those virtual schools aperated by a single schoolor school district such as the Guwinnett County Online Campus o the
‘Cabb Caunty eschool

“Those virtual schools reated under thecharter school legislaion that has been passed in many states, such as Connections
Academy, also commonly known as cyberschcols

Those virual schools that are operated in the same manner as 3 brick-and-mortar private schoo, such a the Christa
McAulifle Academy in Washington state

‘Those commercial companies that act as vendors o the delivery of courses or the use of course materials, such as APEX
Learning o Aventa Learning

Table 2
‘Watsorjet als ive categoris of vitual schoals p. 427)
Type Description
Statewide supplemental ‘Stadents take individusl courses but are enroledin  physica schoolor cyber school within the state. These programs are authorized by
programs. the state and overscen by state education governing agencies
Districtlevel supplemental  Are typically operated by autonomous disticts and are typically not tracked by state agences
programs.
Single-disrct cyber schools  Provide an altemative o the traditonal face-to-face school environment and are offred by individual districts for students within that
distict
Multi-disrct cyber schools  Ave operated within individual school ditrcts but enrolstudensfrom ather schoolditrcts within thestate. This represents the largest
‘srowth sectorin K-12 online learning
Cyber charters: Axe chartered within a single district but can draw sudents from acrossthe state. In many cases they are connected in some way to

commercial curriculum providers





(Barbour, & Reeves, 2009, p. 205)
The White Paper categorization by Hassell and Terrell, is similar to the Clark chart above, since the descriptors “operated by” are included within the list of categories for Virtual schools, where the focus is on the entity more so than the students being served. 
1. Schools operated by regional agencies and consortia of educational entities, nonprofit

2. Schools operated by state education agencies and for-profit organizations

3. Schools operated by universities

4. Schools that are operated by local public school districts and other local education agencies

5. Schools that receive a charter from a local district, state board, university or other sponsor (Hassel, & Terrell, 2004, p. 3).
In the most recent version of Keeping Pace, Watson includes a comprehensive chart which more clearly delineates the nuances of how Virtual Schools, similarly, Online programs, differ including the headings Organization type/governance, Full-time/supplemental, Funding source and Geographic reach (Watson, et.al, 2011, p. 10).
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(Watson, et.al, 2011, p. 10)

  
This more extensive categorization breaks down Virtual Schools into smaller bites, so to speak. In doing so, the individual school types are more clearly described based on factors other than location and operational entity, but at the same time including these factors in some respect.  Rather than sorting schools based on who runs them or where they are run from, there is more of a hybrid created between the two methods of categorization. Funding is also an important consideration, since stakeholders in any entity, public or private, are going to have considerable say in decisions involving expenditures.  Fulltime or supplemental structure is also an important component in describing Virtual Schools since the scope of instruction can have an impact within any of the other categories. Regional schools may not be able to afford the initial capital investment in setting up a full time virtual school, but could benefit from using some part of a state-run school as a supplemental program if such a program were available.   
Under some of the headings in the chart on the preceding page, schools can be categorized under one, either or both. Such categorization allows for more precise yet varied description. It is important for descriptions of Virtual Schools to be precise. If not, the descriptions may not take into account the wide array of features of the schools. Without precise definition, some schools may not fit within the confines of more restrictive descriptions. The information provided by the Keeping Pace project seems to be responding well to the evolution of Virtual Schools and provides the best foundation of categorization of Virtual Schools to date. Once a foundational categorization is clearly delimited, functional classification is helpful in providing further description and categorization of Virtual Schools.  The discussion to follow clarifies function focused on how instruction is delivered on a large scale as well as who is receiving the instruction and how it is delivered at the smaller, classroom level.
Functional - Focus on How Instruction is delivered on Large Scale

In the opening section, categorizing Virtual Schools was discussed based on location or which governing body administers the operational aspects of the schools.  These are important factors to be aware of for the purposes of formation, organization and basic understanding of the diverse, individual entities.  However, as the schools open and close, succeed or fail, there needs to be more detailed categorization of Virtual Schools to allow discussion and interpretation of what works, what does not work, and why. All of the resources provided for the purposes of categorizing Virtual Schools, supplied valuable discussion on the topic. The Keeping Pace article seems to be the definitive resource for clarifying the extensive data regarding Virtual Schools. Both of the other articles were discussing specific topics within the realm of Virtual Schools. The Barbour article was specifically compiling information regarding Virtual Schools, summarizing the benefits and challenges inherent to this type of education. Even more specific, the Harrell article discusses how Virtual Schools can specifically address No Child Left Behind (NCLB) provisions for school improvement.  Both of these articles, as well as any number of articles regarding the myriad of discussion topics regarding Virtual Schools, need to have the common language such as is provided in Keeping Pace to allow for coherent discussions on the topic. 
The Keeping Pace presentation makes use of a colorful, easy to read, visually attractive chart to succinctly break down the many aspects of Virtual Schools. These aspects are collectively portrayed as the ten “Defining Dimensions of Online Programs” Some of the aspects of the chart further breakdown and clarify category types dealing with organization and governing bodies discussed in the previous section, highlighted in yellow. The Keeping Pace article states “Of the 10 dimensions listed in the figure, four are especially significant” (Watson, 2011, p. 9). These four dimensions of comprehensiveness, reach, delivery and type of instruction are significant in the discussion, analysis of effectiveness and improvement of Virtual Schools, and provide an appropriate categorization. All four of these categories of Virtual Schools considered most significant by Keeping Pace, provide a portion of the vast entity which focuses on “how” instruction is delivered on a large scale. Having these four distinct categories allows for easier analysis and improvement of schools based on the delivery of the instruction. 
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1111111 Organizational and Governing Entities – Who controls, where instruction happens
1111111 Large Scale Function  - How instruction is delivered *Four most significant
1111111 Small Scale Function – Who receives instruction, how it is delivered locally
Functional - How Instruction is Delivered on Small Scale at Classroom Level
The large scale categories discussed previously may impact or give insight into the efficacy of other aspects such as Teacher Interaction or Grade Level for instance, but agreeably, the four most significant categories of the ten dimensions are the foundations of the others, and likewise, stand upon the foundation of the structural entities.  For instance, if a school is asynchronous, there may be more teacher interaction, where students are following instructions. However, asynchronous does not have to necessarily be teacher led, since the students could also embark on some kind of group work on a blog or wiki, merely monitored by the teacher. The interaction would in this case be just a subset of delivery. Another example would be comprehensiveness and type of instruction. Grade levels are certainly important to consider, but they are also a subset of the other categories, they are more of the “who” than the “how” as far as understanding the function of Virtual Schools. 

Where there are successes and failures within the smaller scale areas of delivery, both the successes and failures can be analyzed and acted upon when there is a clear frame of reference for what area is being acted upon.  

Concluding Remarks Regarding Categorization of Virtual Schools
Though this may seem more like a literature review than a presentation of a unique categorization system, the Keeping pace with K-12 online learning: A review of state-level policy and practice gave the clearest most comprehensive view of the most appropriate categorization method for Virtual Schools. Though other articles have similar essential components such as the governing structure and mode of delivery, the project Watson is involved with through Keeping Pace includes detailed delineation of functions of Virtual Schools, both large scale and small scale.

The chart in Keeping Pace entitled 10 Dimensions of Online Programs is essentially the most comprehensive, sensible breakdown of what needs to be known and discussed in the realm of the creation, development and improvement of Virtual Schools. An improvement to the chart which would possibly make the information more clear, would be to consider the content in the sense this author did, in three different sections, the governing body and location, large scale functions, and small scale functions.  The segments in the chart would be sequenced as follows:
Governing Body/Geography

Type 
Location

Operational Control

Function – Large Scale


Comprehensiveness


Reach


Delivery


Type of Instructions

Function – Small/Local Scale


Grade Level


Teacher-Student Interaction


Student-Student Interaction

As  Keeping Pace indicates, large scale functions are the most significant. The title of the colorful chart may denote the categories as “online programs,” yet these categories translate well into categories of Virtual Schools (Watson, 2010). Though the large scale functions are the most significant, this does not indicate there is no value to the aspects of the other subgroups of the Governing Body and the Small Scale Function. All three of the segments work together.  
The large scale functions are most significant since these components would be where much of the differentiation and change will take place, where the schools will succeed or fail, where improvements need to focus. A problem in these large scale functions could be far reaching and expensive. Likewise, a great success in one of these categories could be valuable to start-up Virtual Schools, where resources could be used by imitating what worked well, instead of starting from scratch.  

The arduous task of suggesting a way to categorize virtual schools was greatly eased with the valuable information in Keeping Pace. Though the chart was created for Online Learning, its components translate well to Virtual Schools.  Adjustment to the order of the categories in the chart makes it even clearer and such a tool would be valuable in creating a common language among those involved in discussions for development and improvement of Virtual Schools. 
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