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Introduction
This guide is for middle and high school students who are interested in taking courses 
online. Most of the content comes from teachers, mentors, and students who have 
personal experience with online teaching and learning.

Virtual learning is a great option for many students and can be a very effective way 
to learn. Because taking virtual courses is quite different from taking courses in your 
traditional face-to-face classroom, it’s good to know what you’re getting into and what 
kind of support you’ll need to be successful before classes start. Research shows that 
students who are well prepared and well supported for this new experience do better 
in their classes. 

In this guide, you will find:

üü Questions to help you decide if online learning is right for you,

üü Characteristics of successful online learners,

üü Suggestions for how to prepare for learning online, and

üü Comments and advice from students about their experience with virtual classes.

Copying and redistribution of this material is permitted for noncommercial use. The material may not be modified and must be shared in 
its original form with appropriate credit given to Michigan Virtual™. School personnel should contact Michigan Virtual if they would like to 
receive a PDF version of the Student Guide to Online Learning that also includes the district’s logo or name.

© Copyright 2017 Michigan Virtual University®

Look for this bubble to find comments 
and advice from students who have 
taken courses online.

Look for this light bulb to find comments and 
advice from mentors and teachers who work 
with students who take online courses.
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Why do you want to take 
an online class?
Students take courses online for several reasons—some academic and 
some personal.

Think about why you want to take a virtual class:

•	 Learning at your preferred pace . . .  Do you understand 
information better if you can review video or text on your own 
before doing an assignment?

•	 Learning 21st-century skills . . .  Do you want to be better 
prepared for college and a career?

•	 Getting ahead in school . . .  Do you want to complete required 
classes so you have more room in your schedule for electives?

•	 Getting caught up in school . . .  Do you need to take a class to 
earn a higher grade?

•	 Taking courses your school doesn’t offer . . .  Are you interested 
in special electives or advanced courses in core subjects?

•	 Avoiding a schedule conflict . . .  Is the course offered at a time 
that doesn’t fit in your schedule?

•	 Accommodating health or social challenges . . .  Would it be 
better for you if you didn’t have to go to the school building to 
take classes?

1 Bae, J (2016). Cross-Classified Multilevel Modeling for Program Evaluation of State Virtual School. Manuscript in preparation.
2 A mentor is the person at the school who is assigned to support you as you work through your virtual course.

Recent research1 has shown that students taking virtual classes 
for credit recovery or based on their learning preference do not 
perform as well as students who take the classes for the other 
reasons listed above. It may take more effort on your part and 
more support from your parents/guardians, mentor2, online 
instructor, or others to help you stay involved and on pace and 
complete your course effectively if you are taking it for credit 
recovery or because of a learning preference. 

I liked how different the 
experience was. It was 
not like my usual classes!

This is too much work 
compared to regular 
school classes.
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What do students like about 
taking virtual courses?
Talk with your parent or guardian or someone at school about why you 
think you’d like taking classes online. The Virtual Learning Leadership 
Alliance has identified several reasons students give for choosing virtual 
classes. The students they asked say it’s because online courses are:

•  Flexible	 •  Interactive

•  Accessible	 •  Collaborative 

•  Relevant	 •  Self-paced

•  Personalized	 •  Challenging

I really like being able to 
relax and just work on 
my class and finishing 
my work early and to the 
best of my ability.

I enjoyed the scrapbook 
assignments that made us 
use current news to apply 
our course knowledge 
in an explanation of the 
environmental issue at 
hand.

I liked how easy it was to 
navigate the course and 
how I could work on it at 
home and school.

My favorite part of this 
course were the activities. 
They stretched your mind 
to fit what was given.



3

What do you need to think about before 
deciding to enroll in a virtual course?

Learning online is a very different experience and takes different skills 
than learning in a face-to-face classroom, but virtual courses are just as 
important. Your online course grades are part of your permanent school 
record. Talk with your parents or guardian and guidance counselor about 
your readiness for online learning. Use the Online Learner Readiness 
Rubric to help you discuss the following questions:

•	 Are you interested in the class?

•	 Do you have a dedicated place where you can study?

•	 Do you have access to a computer and the Internet so you can 
work on classes at home and outside of the school day?

•	 Do you have good reading and writing skills?

•	 Are you confident communicating in both spoken and written 
language?

•	 Are you ready and willing to initiate a conversation with a 
teacher and ask for assistance when you need it?

•	 Do you have the discipline and motivation to take on all the 
parts of your course (for example, reading, assignments, labs, 
tests, and projects) without being in a classroom?

•	 Can you use teacher comments on your assignments to 
improve your work?

•	 Do you have good technology skills beyond social media? 

•	 Do you have good support at school and at home?

•	 Do you have time each day to spend two hours on your virtual 
course?

This class was really 
hard for me. I would 
not recommend this to 
somebody that has a 
hard time learning by 
themself or somebody 
who needs a class full of 
people to help them.

I really enjoyed everything 
in this class. I was able 
to learn everything that 
I have struggled with 
before.

Any pace, any place, any time learning sounds great, and it is for some students. Most students like the flexibility of 
being able to study when and where it is convenient for them. However, any pace can be a problem. Some courses 
don’t have specific due dates for every assignment, quiz, or test. Many students comment in their end-of-semester 
surveys that they would like specific deadlines for assignments so they cannot put things off and get behind so 
easily. Remember that you have to take full responsibility for your time management and complete and submit 
assignments and assessments on time.

https://mvlri.org/resources/online-learner-readiness-rubric/
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Developed By: Online Learner Readiness Rubric  Name: 

Student 

Readiness 

Technology 

Skills 

Work & Study 

Habits 

Learning Style Technology / 

Connectivity 

Less  Ready 

Student has little, 
if any, experience 
using a computer or 
the Internet and has 
minimal desire to 
develop more skills 
in this area. 

Student often 
needs reminders to 
complete routine 
assignments, often 
turns homework in 
late and is not able 
to spend 5-10 hours 
per week on each 
online course. 

Student is not a self-
directed learner and 
often requires real-
time feedback from 
teachers regarding 
basic directions and 
follow-up support. 

Student does not 
have consistent 
access to a 
computer and a 
reliable connection 
to the Internet at 
home or at school. 

Note: 
students may need additional support to better ensure success. 

Time 

Management 

Interest/ 

Motivation 

Reading/W  riting 

Skills 

Support 

Services 

Student does not 
manage his or her 

doing research, 
basic studies and 
preparing for tests 
or quizzes. 

Student has little 
or no interest in 
the content area of 
the online course 

a negative or 
unrealistic attitude 
toward online 
learning. 

Student is reading 
below grade level 
and has experienced 

routine writing 
assignments. 

In general, parents 
and school 
personnel do not 
actively support 
online learning 
and are unable or 
unwilling to provide 
support assistance. 

�

Student has limited 
experience using 
a computer and 
the Internet and 
has expressed a 
strong interest in 
developing more 
skills in this area. 

Student sometimes 
needs reminders 
and assistance in 
completing routine 
assignments and 
has pledged to 
spend 5-10 hours 
per week on each 
online course 
enrollment. 

Student is beginning 
to demonstrate a 
behavior of self-
directed learning 
and sometimes 
requires real-time 
feedback from 
teachers regarding 
basic directions and 
follow up support. 

Student has 
limited access to 
a computer with 
low-speed Internet 
service at school or 
at home. 

Student is 
beginning to  
demonstrate 

management skills 
in doing research, 
basic studies and 
preparing for tests 
or quizzes. 

Student has an 
interest in the 
content area of 
the online course 

expressed concerns 
about enrolling in 
an online course or 
has an unrealistic 
attitude toward  
online learning. 

Student is reading 
at grade level and 
has demonstrated 

with writing 
assignments. 

Student support 
system is limited 
and parents and 
school personnel 
are somewhat 
supportive of 
enrollment in online 
courses. 

�

Student has strong 
computer skills and 
more than adequate  
experience using 
a word processor, 
email application 
and web browser. 

Student rarely 
needs reminders 
or assistance in 
completing routine 
assignments and 
has demonstrated 
good independent 
study habits. 

In general, the 
student is self-
directed and does 
not require real-time
feedback from 
teachers regarding 
basic directions and 
follow-up support. 

Student has 
consistent access 
to a computer with 

 moderate-speed 
Internet service at 
home or at school. 

Student has 
demonstrated 

management skills 
in doing research, 
basic studies and 
preparing for tests 
or quizzes. 

Student has an 
interest in the 
content area of 
the online course 

positive and realistic 
attitude towar  d 
online learning. 

Student is reading 
at or above grade 
level and has 
demonstrated 
success with a 
variety of writing 
assignments. 

Student has open 
access to school-
based mentoring/ 
counseling service 
and parental 
support. 

More Ready 

Student has 
excellent computer 

experience using 
a word processor, 
email application 
and web browser, 
and is comfortable 
downloading 
information from 
the Internet 
and using other 
technology tools 
and applications. 

Student does not 
need reminders 
or assistance in 
completing routine 
assignments, usually 

ahead of time and 
has successfully 
completed an 
independent study 
experience or taken 
an online course. 

Student is a self-
directed learner and 
demonstrates a high 
level of comfort and 
skill in learning new 
material without 
requiring real-time 
feedback from 
teachers regarding 
basic directions and 
follow-up support, 
and deals well with 
ambiguity. 

Student has 
daily access to a 
computer with 
high-speed Internet 
service at home 
and at a convenient 
location in the 
school building 
before, during and 
after regular school 
hours. 

Student has 
demonstrated 
outstanding time 
management skills 
while participating 
in a variety of 
clubs, student 
organizations, 
sports and work 
activities. 

Student has a 
strong interest in 
the content area of 
the online course 

motivated to enroll 
in an online course 
and has a positive 
and realistic attitude 
toward online 
learning. 

Student is reading 
above grade level, 
has strong reading 
comprehension 
skills and has 
demonstrated 
success with 
complex writing 
assignments. 

Student has 
regularly scheduled 
access to school-
based mentoring/ 
counseling services, 
parental support is 
strong and district 
has adopted policies 

practices to support 
students as online 
learners. 

4 
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How do you decide what 
course is right for you?
Your decision about which class you take online is very important. The 
class and the grade you receive go on your permanent record, just 
like your other courses.

Ask yourself these questions and discuss your options with your 
parents/guardians and counselor or someone else at your school 
before you decide what courses you want to take..

•	 Is the course content something that interests you?

•	 What prerequisites do you need?

•	 What kind of assignments will you have?

•	 What software is required?

•	 How much contact will you have with the teacher and 
other students?

•	 Do you have any special needs that require adaptive 
technology to take the class online?

There are many different providers of online courses, so each course 
and your experience in that course environment may be very 
different. Start and end dates and when and how you need to be 
present online for class may differ, too. To see what your options are, 
look at the Michigan Online Course Catalog (https://micourses.org/). 

On micourses.org you can see 

•	 the syllabus,

•	 the course description,

•	 course outcomes,

•	 how the course is structured,

•	 the prerequisites,

•	 required assessments, and 

•	 the academic support available to you.

Schedule an appointment with your guidance counselor or the 
person at your school who registers students for classes—to get you 
signed up for the online course that is right for you. In some cases, 
if you are homeschooled, you will need to be enrolled through a 
school.

Take your online class 
as seriously as you do 
your courses in school. 
Remember: your virtual 
class goes on your 
permanent record, too.

Talk with your parents/
guardians, your 
counselor, and your 
mentor about the 
virtual courses you 
want to take.

If you’re an athlete, 
remember to see that 
the course you want 
to take meets NCAA 
guidelines.

Talk with other 
students who have 
taken virtual courses. 
They can tell you about 
their ups and downs 
and may spark some 
questions you’d like 
to ask your school 
support person before 
you commit to an 
online course.

https://micourses.org/
https://micourses.org/
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When you take a class in school, your teacher and other students are 
in the room with you if you have questions. You have a place to sit and 
books and materials to work with close by. Maybe a laptop or tablet, 
too. When you learn virtually—not in your face-to-face classroom—
your school may have another place for you to work on your course 
(for example, the library/media center or a special lab), but you may be 
responsible for creating your own space both at school and at home. 
You also need to know how to contact and ask for help from the people 
involved in your online learning:

What kind of support  
will you have?

Mentor—Michigan law requires that students learning 
online have a person assigned by your school to support 
you in your online learning experience. If you are 
homeschooled, this may be your parent or guardian.

Course Instructor—The person who is teaching your 
virtual course is the first one to go to when you have 
questions about assignments or resources.

Technology Staff—Most schools have people who 
oversee the computer labs and learning technology and 
may be able to help with any technology questions or 
problems you have.

Help Desk—Some online providers have a contact email 
or phone number in case you have issues with the 
course that your mentor, parent, or instructor can’t 
resolve.

Parent/Guardian – Your parents or guardians may have 
access to your course, too. It is best if they check in with 
you regularly to be sure you are keeping up and help 
maintain the space identified for you to use as a study 
area. If you are homeschooled, your parent or guardian 
is probably your mentor, too.

Others—Some schools have additional staff who support 
online learners, for example counselors or the librarian 
or media center staff.

Peers—Friends who have taken virtual courses can 
encourage you and be a big help in troubleshooting. 
Classmates in your online course can also show or tell 
you about course features or assignments.

You must be willing and 
able to contact your online 
instructor. Many students 
are afraid to do this, but 
your success depends on it.
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Do you want to take more than one 
virtual course?
Are you enrolled in a public local district or a public school academy? Are you in 6th grade or higher? Michigan 
law3 requires that students who answer “yes” to those questions be able to take virtual courses under certain 
circumstances. If you have demonstrated previous success with online courses and your parents/guardians and 
school leadership agree it is in your best interest, you may be able to enroll in more than two online courses. If 
this is your first experience taking a class online, try taking one just to see what it’s like. 

The decision to allow you to enroll in virtual courses may be made based on several criteria. Discuss the following 
questions with your parents/guardians first and then with your school counselor:

1.	 Do you have the prerequisite knowledge and skills you need to be successful in the course?

2.	 Have you failed the same course in a face-to-face class?

3.	 Did you already earn credits in the same course?

4.	 Does the course fit with your remaining graduation requirements or career interests?

5.	 Is the online course sufficiently rigorous and of high quality?

3 https://www.legislature.mi.gov/(S(qz0zy3oh2kywq4c5pgfaov1q))/mileg.aspx?page=GetObject&objectname=mcl-388-1621

https://www.legislature.mi.gov/(S(qz0zy3oh2kywq4c5pgfaov1q))/mileg.aspx?page=GetObject&objectname=mcl-388-1621
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Many students think that they are ready to take a class online, but they do not know much about how the classes 
are delivered or what kind of technology the classes require or how assignments and tests are handled.

One way to learn more about what an online course is really like is to talk with other students who have taken 
virtual courses. Remember that courses have very different structures, content, and assignments; and the 
student-teacher and student-student interaction can also be very different. 

Another way to see what a virtual class is like is to explore OLOT—the Online Learning Orientation Tool  
(http://olot.mivu.org/). OLOT is a free, self-paced, web-based resource that works on all devices. Going through 
OLOT will help you understand what to expect in a virtual learning experience and introduces the skills and 
knowledge that are key to success. OLOT has four modules: 

1.	 Knowing What to Expect,

2.	 Technical Skills You’ll Need,

3.	 Learning Skills You’ll Need, and

4.	 Managing Day-to-Day.

How do you prepare  
for taking a virtual course?

The Student Guide to Online Learning and the Parent Guide to Online Learning are 
two of the resources created by Michigan Virtual to increase awareness of the nature of 
online learning, the opportunities online learning offers, and the challenges teachers, 
parents, guardians, mentors, and educational decision-makers face to increase the 
likelihood of student success in their online courses. Both are available as free PDF 
downloads.

We know students do best when they spend time on their online course every day. How full is your schedule with your 
face-to-face classes, employment, extracurricular and other activities? Do you have time during the evenings and on 
weekends to work on your course?

http://olot.mivu.org
http://olot.mivu.org/
http://media.mivu.org/institute/pdf/studentguide.pdf
http://media.mivu.org/institute/pdf/parentguide.pdf
http://olot.mivu.org/
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Student Comments

I really enjoyed 
doing the listening 

and speaking activities in my 
Japanese class. I felt like in a regular 
class I wouldn’t get to listen to such 

a fluent speaker so many times. I can 
literally just click the repeat button and 

keep speaking after the speaker. In 
class they only say it one to 

two times.

I enjoyed 
the interaction with 

classmates in the form of 
discussion board posts that 

allowed us to debate and discuss 
our ideas. It allowed me to share 

my opinions with my peers 
and see different sides of 

situations.   

I like that 
even though I have 

actually never seen my 
teacher, I know she’s there 

because she comments on all of 
my work telling me what I did 

good on or what I need 
to improve on.

I wish I had used 
my time wisely and 

used the pacing guide more. 
It helped me set specific due 

dates. I just didn’t work on my 
class as hard as I should 

have.

It is difficult for 
many students to 

complete these labs if they 
do not have access to all the 

materials or a computer 
at home.

I liked 
being able to 

send messages for 
instructions to my 

instructor.
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