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ABSTRACT

This study was designed to look at K-12 teacher beliefs about the role that community
plays in their online learning classes and how instructors use communication, technology and
pedagogical methodologies to form class communities. This study used a qualitative case study
research methodology which included teacher interviews from five online instructors who
taught high school online classes. Findings from the study indicated that among the sample
population, teachers who believed in the value of community and had created their own online
content, integrated community building features into their courses. This study is important
because community features such as trust, interdependence and feelings of connectedness have
been associated with student persistence in online higher education and this study
demonstrates these features have been found to be important in K-12 education too. Since
Covid-19 pressured almost all teachers to learn how to use distance technologies to instruct
students, it appears that more digital distance education and future course designers can utilize
this information as they build new K-12 online learning communities. Wenger’s (1998)
conceptual framework on communities of practice was used to guide this study. The findings
revealed that a creation of a virtual community of practice is valued by its members and is an

efficient and effective tool for acquiring knowledge and sharing knowledge.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

Distance education and online learning continue to see significant growth at the K-12
level. In 2010, U.S. online learning programs had spread to all but two states (Watson, Murin,
Vashaw, Gemin, & Rapp, 2010), there were 450,000 student enrollments in states’ virtual
schools and more than 2 million in online learning courses; additionally, all 50 states and the
District of Columbia offered some form of online learning to their K—12 students (Watson,
Murin, Vashaw, Gemin, & Rapp, 2012). Described as a way to learn anywhere at any time, K—12
online learning has grown significantly as a viable educational choice. More recent findings
indicated that the pandemic was a turning point with regards to the role of digital technologies in
schools. During the academic year 2019-2020, school buildings worldwide closed in response
to the COVID-19 pandemic, necessitating a rapid shift to distance education. In a very short
time, secondary school education across the globe transitioned to online learning and teaching.
The COVID-19 pandemic forced institutions of education around the world to quickly transition
to forms of distance education, including synchronous and asynchronous online learning. Often
lacking conceptual, empirical, and practical understanding of online pedagogy, many institutions
have met this endeavor with mixed success. It seems inevitable that online learning will continue
to play a key role in all sectors of education (Shea, P. et al 2022).

As K-12 educators and students worked with the aspects of online classrooms, some
teachers, students, and parents were left with a distaste for this experience perhaps as a result of

the emergency shift creating varied experiences depending on the abilities of the instructor and
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much of the time the virtual classroom experiences varied extensively from true virtual learning.
As before the pandemic, what has not changed is that it is important to consider how to best
facilitate the movement toward true online education as the situations we have experienced
before, during and after the pandemic have demonstrated the true ability of online learning
classes to reach all students. Factors that affected online instruction during the COVID-19
pandemic are tied to the teachers’ abilities to design online learning activities and how quickly if
ever these teachers’ professional development needs were met by helpful coaching or zoom
workshops or district level assistance, or extra time. In addition, a factor to be considered were
the teachers’ pedagogical conceptions of online learning (Jimoyiannis, & Koukis, 2023).

Online learning holds the promise to solve problems of waning educational budgets,
declining numbers of qualified teachers and declining student performance in global
competitiveness (Wise, 2011). And as seen in the past few years, online learning served well
during a world wide shut down of face-to-face schools. Since the online world has a wealth of
potential for learning, it is foreseeable that online learning will be an integral part of the learning
paradigm for 21st Century learners.

Online learning can often easily become integrated into a student’s K-12 learning
experiences with continued growth expected in district programs, blended learning and mobile
learning (Watson, 2010; Wicks, 2010). Many schools are regularly implementing virtual learning
for circumstances that would traditionally cause a break in learning, such as snow days.
Currently, there are many useful tools that educators can choose to support K-12 online

classroom learning. Some of the virtual learning tools that students use are similar to the tools

used with social networking and social publishing web sites. These computer tools allow
students to post comments, upload images and videos and share documents on the Internet.

These tools can support learning and provide space where learners can connect with one another
9



(Gunawardena, Hermans, Sanchez, Richmond, Boley &Tuttle, 2009; Greenhow & Robelia,
2009). Instructors can rely upon connecting, information sharing, and common grounding

behaviors to initiate a sense of rapport from their students (Flanigan, Akcaoglu, & Ray, 2022).

Educators wanted their students to have the opportunity to have a voice in the classroom and to
interact and engage with their teachers and the materials as they would in a face-to-face

environment (Gribble &Wardrop, 2021).

The growing shift toward online learning has brought new expectations for teachers,
including skills needed to combine content knowledge with engaging pedagogical strategies
that leverage the affordance of technology. As a result, online pedagogy has become
increasingly relevant in modern-day schools. Teachers’ pedagogical skills which had to be
quickly adapted to organizing effective online learning environments and implementing e-
learning interventions in K-12 classrooms, were key factors for successful online instruction

during the pandemic and beyond (Shea et al 2022).

The challenge is understanding the nature of online pedagogy, the skills needed for
teachers to succeed in online settings, and the theoretical underpinnings surrounding why these
skills are essential. The foundational components of online pedagogy, include the principles of
learner-centeredness, constructivism, and situated learning. Keeping the student’s attention can

be achieved through expectations of interaction (Gribble &Wardrop, 2021).

With the advent of social network sites and social media programs, many children have
become adept in using networked technologies to make meaning of their world through
interactions with others (Lenhart, 2015). The one common denominator that each of these
technology tools have in common is the term “social,” which is a key pedagogical reason to

make these tools work with students. These web-based environments provide promise as a space
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where students have the opportunity to work together to form communities that can make
student’s online experiences richer as they feel membership in a scholastic network that satisfies
their need to socialize while learning from and with others. There is hope for use of these

technologies to support social communities for learning.

Problem Statement

Today, students are using their smart phones and other mobile devices to communicate
anywhere and anytime with anyone. To capitalize on online learning in the secondary school
arena, in this post pandemic reality, educators must first be able to understand which educational
factors and practices play a critical role in effective online education. This knowledge can help

determine how to create and replicate desirable online learning community environments.

Originally a good deal of the research based literature focused on higher education with
much less published about students in the K-12 virtual learning environment. Now there is an
increased amount of research being conducted and published about online learning in K-12
settings. The data analyzed in the two decades, 2000 to 2009 and 2010 to 2019 showed
significant increase in the second decade (Poggio, 2011; U.S Department of Education, 2009,
Arnesen, K et al 2019). There were relatively few thorough studies that have been conducted
in K-12 online education (U. S. Department of Education, 2010; Wicks, 2010) that justify the
success of online learning and the strategies for effective implementation. But with the
worldwide implementation of online course work for high school students, more studies and

research has been appearing.
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This study focused on what can been done to increase the effectiveness of online learning
and investigated some of the factors contributing to successes in virtual learning in high school
environments and addressed the challenges that high school virtual teachers face as they work to
create a sense of community within their virtual classes. This study gathered data from current
online educators in virtual high school classes in order to better understand the current practices
being used to connect students with each other in online classrooms today and how the
instructors think that student-to-student contact impacts their students. This study was completed

before the COVID-19 pandemic.

The COVID-19 pandemic forced institutions worldwide to quickly transition instruction
from classrooms to configurations of distance learning. The resulting quality of instruction was
often questionable, and many in the online learning community have referred to these offerings
as “emergency remote instruction” to differentiate them from planned “online learning”
offerings (Hodges et al. 2020; Jaggars, 2021). Teachers’ pedagogical skills had to be quickly
adapted to creating effective online learning environments and implementing e-learning
interventions in K—12 classrooms (Jimoyiannis, & Koukis, 2023). The same is true for online
teaching, the teachers researched for this study had been teaching online for years, and their
practices had been developed over time, which is in contrast to the teachers during the Pandemic

who were forced to become virtual online teachers immediately.
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Sense of Community

“In terms of interaction, what seems to be missing most from distance education is a
sense of community” (Sharp & Huett, 2006, p. 4). Some studies have suggested the importance
of interaction for student success in virtual school settings (Hawkins, et al 2013, Dikkers,
Whiteside & Lewis 2013). However, it can be a challenge for online asynchronous instructors
to create a public space for students to interact with each other. In their recent national study
(Means & Neisler, 2021) collected student responses to emergency remote instruction and
found students reported lower course satisfaction levels after courses moved online citing a lack
of instructor feedback and reduced collaboration with other students.

Virtual instructors are encouraged to allow their students to discuss the course content
and interact with each other focused on the ideas being presented in class and to incorporate the

types of activities that can support the learner-learner interaction.

Purpose

The purpose of this qualitative case research was to better understand how online
teachers created learner to learner contact in a high school virtual learning environment and
whether these instructors believed that these contacts had an impact on student engagement and
course success. A sense of community in face-to-face classes is easily created in the hallways or
between desk mates, locations where social interaction is a given. Virtual classrooms do not have
the same shared student spaces and still have to foster a sense of community.

Student success is influenced by a number of factors, which include activities within a

learning environment that promote a sense of community (LaPadula, 2003; McLoughlin,

2002). While the physical classroom allows community to develop as a natural consequence of
13



sharing space in a room, with spontaneous conversations that occur while waiting for class to
start or by clustering around a table for a group assignment, building community in the remote
world of the online classroom requires intentionality (Park, 2021).
Distance education relies on the creation of learning communities according to Palloff
and Pratt (1999). Studies have suggested that if there are sufficient opportunities that foster

interaction and collaboration between students, a true learning community can emerge in virtual

high school courses. For example, Sharp & Huett (2006) have shown that student success in
virtual education courses may be enhanced through learner-learner contact, when students can
share information with their peers and receive feedback. Building a sense of community and
connection within a class of students is an imperative. To provide students with a sense of
connection and engagement within the cohort students can be encouraged to contribute via the
chat function. Thereby replacing the in-person classroom discussions but allowing the interactive
and iterative approach to learning that is a feature of constructivist approaches. These
communication tools, although different than in face-to-face classrooms, help break down the
pre-conceived formal barriers of teacher and student, building an informal and safe learning
environment where students developed the confidence to ask questions and voice their opinions
(Gribble & Wardrop, 2021).

In their recent national study, Means and Neisler (2021) collected student
responses to emergency remote instruction and found students reported lower course
satisfaction levels after courses moved online, frequent technical issues, difficulty staying
motivated, a lack of instructor feedback, and reduced collaboration with other students

(Tate & Warschauer, 2022). Such issues that have arisen in the wake of the Pandemic

have only amplified ongoing concerns about the need for a framework that helps
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researchers and educators understand and productively shape students’ online

experiences.

Research Questions

1. What strategies and communication tools did current virtual high school teachers use

with their high school students to create student-to-student contact opportunities?

2. What impact did teachers believe learner-to-learner contacts have on community

building in virtual high school classes?

Significance of the Study

The overall goal of the study was to determine teacher beliefs about the importance of
student to student contact as an adhesive element that keeps students connected to other students
and creates a sense of community in virtual classes. One goal was to document how teachers
perceived the challenges of creating a learning community when teaching virtually and how this
impacted perceived student engagement and learning in class. Ultimately, these findings may
help uncover the unique challenges and needs of the virtual K-12 teacher and results from this
study may help to inform teacher preparation for the K-12 virtual classrooms. This population is
an important one to study because more information is needed about online education for this

age group (Thompson, 2010).
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Conceptual Framework

This study was designed to determine online teacher beliefs about the importance of
community and what instructional strategies and methodologies can be employed to build
learning communities. This research study was framed using fundamental concepts of social-
cultural learning theory. This research focused on the importance of the role community plays in
making scholastic social networks work as communities, mediated by technology, to provide
online learning structures for K-12 students. This research drew upon the theoretical work of
Vygotsky (1978), Lave and Wenger (1991) and Rovai (2002a). This focus on the development of
community in online environments began with changing notions of what constitutes learning

reflected broadly in social constructivism (Vygotsky, 1978), which theorizes that knowledge

construction is intrinsically mediated by social interaction, including through language use
(Nathan & Sawyer, 2014). This theory posits that learning from others helps learners learn more
through their interactions with others (Vygotsky, 1978).

This study sought to identify teachers’ beliefs about how socially mediated learning
affected the sense of community for students in their virtual classes. This was the basis for this
theoretical framework because this theory posits that learning from others helps learners learn
more. (Vygotsky, 1978). Lave and Wenger’s (1991) and Rovai’s (2002a) work on building
communities of practice (CoP) focuses on a content area or learning domain for the purpose of
improving practice. These communities of practice, acting as an academic structure when
combined with technology, form a digital learning community.

Communities of Inquiry, (Col) provide facilitating conditions for demonstrations of
knowing and learning for their participants, with the role of the instructor as designer and

orchestrator of such conditions. The Col framework assumes that teaching and learning are not a
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matter of transferring knowledge from teacher to student but instead the framework falls within
the conceptual domain of “collaborative constructivist” (Garrison, 2015, p. 4) pedagogical
approaches. Foundational to the Col model is the assumption that knowledge must be created in
the minds of learners and that a simple transfer of knowledge is not possible. This constructivist
assumption is based on Dewey’s American Pragmatist philosophy that views education as
“fundamentally an interactive or transactional process” (Garrison, 2015, p. 11). It assumes that
people learn best when they interact with the world, propose hypotheses, and test them against
reality, logic, and experience. Social network sites allow children to become adept in using
networked technologies to make meaning of their world through interactions with others.
Several computer tools that students use with social networking sites are tools similar to the tools
for online learning. These web-based environments allow students the opportunity to work
together to form communities in a scholastic network that satisfies their need to socialize while
learning from others. The terms “community” and “inquiry” in the Col framework reflect
assumptions that teaching and learning are inherently interactive, rather than based in
transmission and reception. That is, true to collaborative constructivist pedagogy, the community

facilitates collaborative validation of understanding through discourse.
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FIGURE 1 Conceptual Framework
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Summary of Methodology

This qualitative case study included teacher interviews with high school teachers who
were teaching in virtual schools. Teachers were asked to share their experiences and ideas
about what had worked and what did not work when fostering relationships to build a sense of
belonging between students in their class.

This study employed qualitative research because it is focused on a small number of
participants in-depth. Qualitative research is about interpreting people’s experiences and how
they construct their worlds (Merriam, 2009). A single case study is very common in qualitative
research and is integrated in the social sciences (Stake, 2002).

I chose to conduct a collective single case study in which a number of cases were studied
to understand a phenomenon, population or general condition. The goal of collective single case
study is not to theorize, but attempt to create a greater understanding of the topic (Stake, 2002).

For this research, one-on-one interviews were used to gain insight into virtual high school
teachers and their approach to connecting their class students with other students in the same
virtual class. The data collection and data analysis procedures used in this study fit a single case
study approach as it allowed the researcher to gain a deeper understanding of student to student
contact in a virtual classroom and may contribute to the researched area of K-12 virtual learning.

The study also looked at the methods that the teachers used to support and build online
communities within their classes. The interview questions helped to determine which
instructional strategies and techniques experienced online educators used because they have

found them to contribute to successful community building.
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Role of the Researcher

High School online instructors have been chosen because I myself have had years of
experience teaching high school online classes. I have had experience with the instructional tools
that have been and currently are available for creating online classes and online communities. I
do not believe that my role as a similar instructor or any prior relationship with any of the
instructors will interfere with the data collection process. Additionally, I feel equipped to
conduct a study of instructors in general education as I designed and delivered virtual general
and Advanced Placement education courses. Since I had experience as an online teacher, I do
have my own beliefs about the value of community in online learning. I have personally
observed among young adolescents that community membership is what can keep students
committed to participating in face-to-face learning classes. I have seen students grow
academically due to their interactions with others. In my virtual classes, I was interested in how
to create similar learning environments for my students. This involved adding social features to

my courses.

Limitations

My bias about community is not a limitation of the study because I plan to research
online teachers that taught in different subjects and Borup, Graham, & Drysdale, 2014 found
that teachers of different subjects used different strategies to build a sense of community with
their students. For example, English teachers were able to learn more about their students by
reading and replying to student writing than teachers in other subject domains. I am hoping that
the final sample of teachers for the one-on-one interviews will include at least one teacher from

each of the following subject domains: English, Math, Science, Social Studies, and electives.
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Definition of Key Terms

Asynchronous classes. When instructors provide materials, lectures, tests, and
assignments that can be accessed at any time. Students may be given a timeframe during which
they need to connect at least once or twice. But overall, students are free to contribute whenever
they choose.

Community of Practice. (CoP) is a group of people who share a craft and/or a
profession. Cognitive anthropologists Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger first proposed the concept
in 1991.

Social Constructivism. Social constructivism maintains that human development is
socially situated and knowledge is constructed through interaction with others. It emphasizes that
culture plays a large role in the cognitive development of a person. Its origins are largely
attributed to Lev Vygotsky.

Social network sites. Social networks are web-based services that allow individuals to

construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other
users with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of connections and
those made by others within the system.

Synchronous classes: Classes where students and instructors interact in real time with a
time commitment that cannot be rescheduled.

Virtual Classroom. A virtual classroom is an online classroom that allows participants
to communicate with one another, view presentations or videos, interact with other participants,

and engage with resources in work groups.

Summary

A key factor that is essential in all effective virtual learning environments is interaction.
22



As Moore and Kearsley (2005) stated “Effective teaching at a distance depends on a deep
understanding of the nature of interaction and how to facilitate interaction through technologically
transmitted communications” (p. 140). “The research in both traditional and online contexts suggests
that student interactivity contributes to positive student learning experiences and is a key to effective
instruction” (Durrington, et al, 2006, p. 191). Social network sites allow children to become adept in
using networked technologies to make meaning of their world through interactions with others.
Several computer tools that students use with social networking sites are tools similar to the tools for
online learning. These web-based environments allow students the opportunity to work together to
form communities in a scholastic network that satisfies their need to socialize while learning from
others.

Building rapport and establishing a learning community atmosphere is an equally

important element in virtual education. This research will help future high school virtual teachers

better understand potential strategies that enable student to student interactions.
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CHAPTER 2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Virtual Learning and High School students, History, Successes and

Challenges

As suggested in Chapter One and the research questions, a number of issues have arisen
related to how students connect with other students in online high school classes. To understand
the context for my study, the remainder of this chapter covers the history of online education for
high school students, documenting the successes and challenges, the background information
about social learning and what the current research says about building a social network within
an online class. The chapter also describes the related research studies on the challenges and
successes of the development of social learning with distance learning high school students and
provides theoretical perspectives focused on the effective design of online learning opportunities.

Across the United States, educational leaders are working on educational change and
often in order to modernize systems, technology plays a larger role. Teaching without a
teacher’s presence or learning outside of a physical classroom is an ever-increasing feature of
21st century education.

Virtual schooling may be the appropriate choice for many K-12 students for a wide
variety of reasons. Some students are significantly ahead of or behind their peers; others have
learning disabilities or physical health issues. Some students are the targets of bullies at their
traditional schools; others are the bullies. Families in isolated rural areas may turn to virtual
schools because of transportation issues, whereas families in urban areas may choose online

options out of concern for their children's safety. Young actors, athletes, and musicians may
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choose a virtual school for the scheduling flexibility it offers. Students who simply need more
personal attention in their education program often find virtual schools a good fit (Revenaugh,
2005).

Distance education, as it has been implemented at the K-12 level over the past decades,
has improved over time according to several measures: providing access to education and
choices in course offerings to increased numbers of students, offering education to a larger range
of grade levels and ability levels and using more interactive and widely accessible technologies
(Cavanaugh, et al, 2004). Especially now in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, online
learning that involves interactions that are mediated through using digital, typically internet-
based, technology is pervasive, multi-faceted, and evolving, creating opportunities and
challenges for educational research (Greenhow, Graham, & Koehler, 2022).

In a 2001 report by the National Association of State Boards of Education (NASBE)
titled Any Time, Any Place, Any Path, Any Pace: Taking the Lead on e-Learning Policy, the
benefits of virtual schooling are made clear. The "most valuable benefit of e-learning" writes
NASBE, "is its potential ability to deliver high quality instructional services to all learners
regardless of location, family or cultural background, or disability". The crisis-response methods
of faculty and students during the Covid-19 Pandemic, challenged standard teaching practices. It
is evident that online learning is different from some of the styles used during the emergency
remote teaching, online learning will be more sustainable while instructional activities during

this pandemic are well explored and transformed to opportunities (Adedoyin, & Soykan, 2023).
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History

Distance education, distance learning, e-learning, Web-based instruction, virtual schools,
cyber schools and online learning are all terms used interchangeably to describe this broad,
somewhat confusing and constantly changing field of non-traditional instruction (Carnevale,
2001; Saba, 2005). This paper will use the terms: virtual, online, e- and distance classes.

The beginnings of virtual High Schools, an accredited private or publicly funded
institution where the course of study is taught primarily through online methods, can be traced to
a pilot project coordinated in 1996 by the Concord Consortium based in Concord Massachusetts
in conjunction with Hudson (MA) public Schools. Six years later in 2002, at least a dozen states
had begun to experiment with online course offerings. Over the next decade the number of
virtual schools in the United States had increased and online learning opportunities for K-12
students had expanded. In 2005, 40,000 to 50,000 students in 37 states were participating in
online courses through approximately 2,400 publicly funded, Internet-based charter schools and
state and district virtual schools (Powell & Patrick, 2009).

In a K-12 online learning report issued in fall 2008, it was estimated that 36 percent of
all school districts in the United States had students participating in virtual learning of some kind
and that a total 1,030,000 students were enrolled in online learning courses and virtual schools
(Picciano & Seaman, 2007). In 2008, the number reported by Allen & Seaman was almost four
million students enrolled in online courses in the United States alone, and growth in online
programs was considered a priority at over 80% of institutions with significant online offerings
(2008). Reported in 2010, U.S. online learning programs have spread to all but two states

(Watson, Murin, Vashaw, Gemin, & Rapp, 2010).
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Computer-mediated college education was also popular: in 2003, nearly two million U.S.
college students took an online class (Carlson, 2005). One-fifth of all college courses utilized
technology for course management. Entire degrees could be earned online at some accredited
universities (Allen & Seaman, 2006). As reported in 2013, the number of college students taking
at least one online course increased to a new total of 6.7 million. The proportion of all students
taking at least one online course was at an all-time high of 32.0 percent (Allen & Seaman 2013).

A decade ago, the options for high school students were only supplemental courses but in
2008, 21 states reported that they offered full-time public virtual schools. And in Michigan, the
legislature mandated that students complete an online learning experience before they graduate
from high school. The majority of students learning online participated in “supplemental” virtual
schooling programs sponsored by school districts, universities, or state Departments of
Education. Because students could integrate courses from these programs into their traditional
brick and-mortar high schools, supplemental programs allowed students to take online courses in
addition to their regular school based courses. Often, the virtual programs filled curriculum gaps,
providing Advanced Placement and other courses that were not available, or courses that helped
students make up credits for missed or failed classes (Kerrey & Isaksen, 2000). Currently, online
learning can be viewed as the possible innovation needed to solve bigger problems in K-12

education.

Development

In North America and other industrialized countries, distance education for elementary
and secondary students is seen as a solution to several educational problems, including crowded

schools, a shortage of secondary courses for remedial or accelerated students, a lack of access to
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qualified teachers in a local school, and the challenge to accommodate students who need to
learn at a pace or in a place different from a school classroom (Cavanaugh & Clark, 2007). Thus,
it is clear why K-12 distance education programs are developing rapidly around the world and
why growth in K-12 online course enrollments has outstripped that of other educational formats
in recent years (Setzer & Lewis, 2005).

Currently, the body of research focused on the effectiveness of K—12 virtual schooling
programs supports findings of similar studies on virtual courses in higher education. (Picciano &
Seaman, 2007). As virtual learning grows, more tools for evaluating outcomes are under
development. For example, the AT&T Foundation funded a University of Florida project to
develop standardized methods and tools for evaluating the effectiveness of online education,
providing courses that build on the learning styles of children growing up in a media-intensive
world (Zucker and Kozma, 2003).

More and more educational organizations are offering online learning opportunities for
students at the secondary level. Originally these virtual schools did not follow a pattern, they
were trial and error, but now that there are more classes offered and more research has been
conducted, decisions can be made by the teachers and administrators as to the best format and
practices to use when setting up an online educational experience for high school students.

Due to the unexpected impact of the Corona virus disease, the changes experienced by
organizations, especially educational establishments over the last four years remain

unprecedented. What the near future holds for on line classes for high school students is unclear.
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Challenges

The reasons why some students are less satisfied with distance education are not clear.
Some suggested factors, such as feelings of isolation, time management problems, and limited
accessibility to materials, to other students, and to instructors, can influence students’
perceptions of distance education in a negative way and result in student frustrations and anxiety.
Hara and Kling (2001), conducting a study of online courses, found that feelings of isolation
were a stress factor for online students. Other topics that create controversy are that critics worry
about the socialization of full-time online students and the use of parents as teachers. Some
parents and educators fear that secluded distance learning students will fail to develop social
skills and real world survival abilities, missing out on important aspects of a traditional education
such as peer interaction and collaboration (Rice 2006).

Other areas of controversy surrounding these online schools and virtual class offerings
are a result of their non-traditional approach to learning, their status often as charter schools, and
their enrollment of former home-school students. Policies vary from state to state, but in general
oversight and regulation have not been able to keep pace with the rapid increase in cyber school
options (Rice 20006).

Other elements to consider when examining the challenges facing K-12 virtual teachers
are effective teaching methods for the online classroom. Boise State University and partner
NACOL (North American Council for Online Learning) conducted a number of studies to
discover the unique needs and challenges of online K-12 teachers. One study, which included
nearly 900 survey participants, found that indeed those who teach online in a K-12 environment
face challenges not necessarily experienced by their face-to-face school counterparts (Rice &

Dawley, 2009). They discovered that the majority of the respondents who taught for virtual
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schools cited that they rated communication technologies, time management strategies,
academic dishonesty of learners and student Internet safety as areas where they most need
professional development.

Additional research on K-12 virtual schools called for close examination of teacher
qualifications and preparation for these nascent schools. (Cavanaugh, 2009; Tucker, 2007) and
O’Neil’s (2006) study of virtual teachers in higher education suggested that teacher colleges
should update their teaching methods courses to include methods of teaching online.

Over the past decades, several studies have shown that the only students who were
typically successful in online learning environments were those who had independent
orientations towards learning, who were highly motivated by intrinsic sources, and who had
strong time management, literacy, and technology skills (Cavanaugh, 2007). Online education
can be a challenge for a student who procrastinates but it does allow for self-paced learning and
different levels of instructional support.

A challenge for a virtual High School, one that is not at the college level, is that high
school classes must focus on learning while also having to fulfill the socialization and custodial
care mandated for K-12 education.

During the recent Pandemic years the switch to online classes has been referred to
variously as ‘crisis-response migration’ and ‘emergency remote teaching’ (Adedoyin &
Soykan, 2023), and ‘pandemic pedagogies’ with ° ... public education ... forcibly decentralized
into students’ own homes ... > (Williamson et al., 2020). This clearly occurred in the context of
the global health pandemic, where the social and personal implications of a sudden shift to
remote learning were, understandably, not uppermost in the thoughts of those facilitating it.
Now that schools have been reopened the challenge is to change the mind set of some parents,

students and teachers to allow them to work with online education.
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Learning Theory: Social Learning importance and

Communities of Inquiry

In the face-to-face classroom, students are expected to absorb knowledge and social
interaction may not be given a lot of consideration (Palloff & Pratt, 1999). On campus, students
tend to assemble and interact before, during and at the conclusion of class. This is where
friendships are formed using a myriad of communication styles and activities. In contrast,
originally distance-learning courses were seen as self-paced individual study type experiences
with a focus on the convenience to the learner of having a course at his fingertips any time of
day. As the number of course offerings and the number of students enrolled has increased,
research has focused on how to fully utilize distance education and online instruction by creating
active learning experiences to enhance the meaningfulness of content knowledge. Best practices
in online education can be seen to recommend pedagogy that supports the development of
learning communities to address this need. Inquiry and community were at the core of John
Dewey’s educational philosophy and practice. John Dewey (1938) believed that an educational
experience must fuse the interests of the individual and society, that individual development was
dependent upon community. The idea of establishing community in online classes is social
constructivist in nature and grounded in John Dewey’s (1938) notion of practical inquiry. Online
learning has evolved from early computer conferencing experiences to now when a big question
is how to create and sustain a learning community in a largely asynchronous text based
environment. Much attention in the early days was directed toward the question of whether

social presence could be established since it is essential to a viable online community of learners.
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Considerable research established that it was possible to develop both social presence and online
learning communities. Once this was established, the focus began to shift to the purposeful
nature of a community of learners collaboratively constructing meaning, to the development of
online communities of inquiry (Swan et al 2009). Conrad (2002) states that: “Online educators
who understand that safe, nurturing environments are foremost in contributing to learners’
happiness, sense of comfort, and ultimately rates of completion place the creation of community
high on their list of priorities” (p. 206).

Some researchers suggest that certain pedagogical approaches are best suited to make
use of the currently available digital tools. Pedagogical approaches to using digital technologies
typically involve active engagement, social learning, continuous feedback, and real world
application (Huffaker & Calvert, 2003). These instructional approaches reflect constructivist
pedagogy designed to enable students to use current technology tools to implement enriched
authentic and active student learning in order to help students develop autonomous
understandings (Doolittle & Hicks, 2003). Constructivist theory suggests that learners construct
their own knowledge, but facilitating such knowledge construction in the virtual classroom is
complex. “The constructivist perspective supports that learners learn through interaction with
others. Learners work together as peers, applying their combined knowledge to the solution of
the problem. The dialogue that results from this combined effort provides learners with the
opportunity to test and refine their understanding in an ongoing process” (Tam, 2000, p. 54).

There has been increased interest and attention given to the study of community and its
relationship to student learning and success (Hill, 2002; Rovai, 2002). Students in distance
education courses perceive sense of community as helpful in their learning experience (Brown,

2001; Song, Hill, Singleton, & Koh, 2004). A sense of community among learners in online
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learning environments also helps student retention (Rovai, 2002). The use of both asynchronous
and synchronous forums for communication allows students to become comfortable with their
sense of ‘self” and also to develop their own online personality. All of this aids them in their
learning in an online course.

When defining a community within an online group, literature reveals several
perspectives. Shea, Li, Swan and Pickett (2002) reported common ideas about the attributes of
online communities. They suggested that communities include “a sense of shared purpose, trust,
support, and collaboration--i.e. a sense of community—[that] is an essential element in the
development of quality online learning environments” (p. 182). According to Rovai (2002),
learners have common expectations and goals in an online community where they have a sense
of belonging and connectedness (spirit), rely on each other (trust), and interact with each other
(interactivity).

Chapman, Radmondt & Smiley (2005) suggested that a community includes elements
such as familiarity, rapport, trust, and openness. DiRamio & Wolverton (2006) focused their
definition of online community on student interaction and social activity for collaborative
learning. Vesely, Bloom, & Sherlock (2007) describe common attributes of learning
communities as shared purpose, interaction, boundaries, behavior, and trust and respect, as well
as between their sense of community and perceived learning (Rovai 2002b; Trespalacios &
Perkins, 2016). Classroom community plays a particularly important role in online learning,
where physical separation may contribute to feelings of disconnectedness (Green et al., 2017;
Richardson et al., 2017). To develop classroom community, it is essential to measure it
efficiently and reliably. Rovai’s 20-item Classroom Community Scale (CCS) is one of the most

widely used tools for measuring classroom community among students at colleges and
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universities (Dellasega, 2021). The CCS was initially developed and validated for a population
of online students in graduate courses at a U.S. institution (Rovai, 2002a) and continues to be
used primarily in this setting (Beeson et al., 2019; Rovai, 2002b). However, the CCS has also
been used widely to measure community among undergraduate students (Kocdar et al., 2018;
Robinson & Mogliacci, 2019) as well as in multiple settings outside of the U.S. While there are a
variety of existing definitions for community in distance education, there are some
commonalities: a group of participants in a distance-based environment with a shared purpose
and the relationship among them including their sense of belonging, trust, and interaction. Based
on this definition of community, virtual learners need to be encouraged to be engaged to become

active participants in the class and productive consumers of the information they are learning.

Community and Interaction

Research into the field of learning communities in online learning environments had been
increasing over the past decades, (Alavi & Dufner, 2004; Carabajal, LaPointe, & Gunawardena,
2003; Dirkx & Smith, 2004; Hill, 2002; Hill, Raven, & Han, 2007). However, like the literature
on distance education and online learning in general, the research into online learning
communities was often focused upon adult populations. There was a shortage of research
exploring the development of K-12 online learning communities but that was gradually changing
and then radically changed since the Covid-19 pandemic occurred. This event shut down most
schools for students from ages 5-18 and has allowed researchers to look more closely at these
age groups to assess what was learned during the pandemic that will be needed to effectively

teach them in the future (Levine, Lim, & Bintliff, 2023) (Jimoyiannis, & Koukis, 2023).
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The positive relationship between interaction and learning has been documented in
traditional classrooms (Menzel & Carrell, 1999; Powers & Rossman, 1985). Online distance
education environments are capable of supporting all the components of the instructional
process, including interaction. If the course encourages the students to construct their own
knowledge in a self-directing manner and to take on more responsibility for their own learning,
including participating in interactions it can be following the active learning models designs that
follow the social constructivist model of Vygotsky (1978), and successful learning is likely to
result.

Online social presence has been discussed for decades. Gunawardena and Zittle (1997)
argued that on-line students could create social presence by projecting their identities and
building on-line communities through text-based communications alone. Hirumi and Bermudez
(1996) reported that on-line courses could be more interactive than traditional ones, providing
more personal and timely feedback to meet students’ needs than was possible in large traditional
courses.

Emphasizing the critical role that students play in succeeding in their academic
endeavors, learner-centered design reflects our current understanding of the social nature of
learning and the importance of community in promoting learning. Learning is social in nature,
learning takes place between pairs or among groups of individuals, in cooperative or
collaborative settings, and/or in communities or communities of practice.

The benefits of community for learning have been documented by a number of authors.
Rovai (2001), for example, presents evidence suggesting a strong sense of community is
essential in higher education learning environments. He asserts that community helps reduce

feelings of isolation associated by some authors with distance and online learning. A strong
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sense of community is also beneficial in reducing student “burnout” associated with higher
attrition levels in distance learning. Community membership promotes the likelihood of student
support and information flow, commitment to group goals, cooperation among members, and
satisfaction with group processes and efforts. The Community of Inquiry (Col) Model is founded
on the importance of community to learning. As Garrison, D. R., & Cleveland-Innes, M. (2005)
state, “the goal of the collaboration is to create a community of inquiry where students are fully
engaged in collaboratively constructing meaningful and worthwhile knowledge” (134). As
articulated by Rovai, sense of belonging is a crucial aspect of classroom community, which he
defines as being comprised both of students’ sense of connectedness to one another as well as
their shared commitment to and responsibility for learning (2002a).

How can this sense of community and active learning be achieved? Many communities
start as conversations. Dialogue should be considered an essential element of human learning,
particularly for distance education. This includes exchanges between students and teachers,
contacts between students and even dialogue in the form of self-reflective thought.

The networked classroom supports collaborative learning and allows students to work
together in groups with shared resources and on joint projects. It introduces them to new people
and new perspectives that they may not encounter otherwise. The asynchronous nature of most
online learning allows students to be more thoughtful in their discussion and to think more
deeply about a topic (Palloff & Pratt 1999 and 2001).

Knowledge is constructed when an individual is engaging in activities and participating
in interaction. Interaction influences learning and knowing, and it is especially important in
distance education (Garrison & Cleveland-Innes, 2005) because it helps reduce feelings of

isolation and contributes to the student success in online environments (Mclnnerney & Roberts,
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2004). The development of a community depends on the interaction among community
members. Members of a community generally share something in common and it is through
interaction that similarities are found and that thoughts and feelings (Brown, 2001) along with
understandings are exchanged. Constructivism or engaged learning includes using curricula
customized to the students’ prior knowledge, the tailoring of teaching strategies to student
backgrounds and responses, and employing open-ended questions that promote extensive
dialogue among learners.

Given that many online students miss the face-to-face contact realized in a traditional
classroom, an alternative electronic form of communication and connection can offer particularly
useful opportunities for learner-centered feedback and dialogue. Such opportunities also support
community-centered instruction by utilizing the critical social component of learning central to
Vygotsky's (1978) notions of social cognition; Lipman's (1991) concept of a community of
inquiry; and Wenger, McDermott, and Snyder's (2002) ideas of community practice.

In an instructional environment, online communication tools such as e-mail, list-serves,
chat rooms, instructional blogging, discussion boards, social media sites, instant messaging and
the video capable programs like zoom can cultivate personal bonds with and among students and
promote extended dialogue about important topics. These communication tools offer additional
opportunities for students to engage and extend their virtual classroom. These tools can
complement community building in hybrid and distance courses and can frame personal places
in virtual spaces. These learning tools have enormous potential in the virtual classroom.

Different types of distance-based interaction have been studied including learner-content

interaction, learner-instructor interaction, and learner-learner interaction (Moore, 1989).
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Research indicates a positive relationship between community and various types of interaction in
distance education.

Lee, Cater-Wells, Glaeser, Ivers and Street (2006) reported the results from their study
which indicated that positive interactions among all community members, instructors, students,
and support staff helped develop the online community. Not only does online interaction impact
on students’ sense of community, but it is also found to be related to students’ learning success.
Swan (2002), for example, conducted an empirical study on online learning success and found
learner-instruction interaction and dynamic learner-learner interaction positively influenced

students’ learning success.

Research about Interaction between Students and Tools for Social

Learning

Online students seek strong academic programs that offer opportunities for personal
interaction with faculty/adjuncts, advisors, and peers in their courses (Betts, 2008). Since online
students have limited communication and interaction with class members, they also do not have
the visual and vocal cues inherent in face-to-face courses. If interaction is one of the key
components to create a learning community for virtual school students (Barbour, 2013), new
guidelines on how to achieve this sense of community and active learning must be determined.

Vygotsky’s learning theory emphasizes that learning is social and includes arguing,
reflecting, and articulating to others (Vygotsky, 1978). Therefore, dialogue should be considered
an essential element of human learning, particularly for distance education. This includes
exchanges between students and teachers, and contact between students. “Constructivism

implies that learning is strengthened by environments in which the participation of all students is
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supported and valued; in which social norms encourage collaboration, the negotiation of
meaning, and the search for understanding; and in which multiple perspectives are respected and
incorporated into collective meaning making” (Swan, 2005 p. 21).

In the online learning classroom, research on computer mediated communication has
found asynchronous online class discussions to be more nonpartisan and more reflective
Garrison (2003) than traditional classroom discussion, and has documented links between online
interactions and learning (Swan 2005). The asynchronous nature of most online learning allows
students to be more thoughtful in their discussion and to think more deeply about a topic (Palloff
& Pratt 1999 and 2001).

The networked classroom can also support collaborative learning and allow students to
work together in groups with shared resources and on joint projects. Group work can introduce
students to new people and new perspectives that they may not encounter otherwise. Garrison
and colleagues developed the Community of Inquiry (Col) Framework to investigate how
features of written language used in computer conferencing activities promote critical higher-
order thinking. The Col framework supports the idea that higher-order learning experiences can
be conducted as a community of inquiry, composed of teachers and learners. This framework
requires both critical thinking engagement and the connection of “real” persons to be successful.
“The framework assumes that effective online learning is a function of the interaction of three
elements: social presence, cognitive presence, and teaching presence”. As Garrison states, “the
goal of the collaboration is to create a community of inquiry where students are fully engaged in
collaboratively constructing meaningful and worthwhile knowledge” (Garrison 2005).

Educators on the Web have to learn how to use the ability of the virtual connections to

nurture, foster, and enable community. In an online environment, people share personal and
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family experiences, ask for advice regarding intimate matters, and initiate dialogues with total
strangers (Glogoff, 2001). Such activities encourage closeness and immediacy in online
relationships (Powazek, 2002). In this kind of environment, appropriate tools can empower
participants to say what they think and to receive feedback quickly from others.

These same tools can be used to improve students’ online interaction because this social
interaction can influence the quality of their online learning (Trentin, 2000). According to
Flottemesch’s review (2000), students tend to judge the quality of distance education based on
their perceived interaction in the distance education course. In addition, interactions among
students in online classes can help motivate them to commit to learning (Gabriel, 2004; Rovai &
Barnum, 2007). Students are motivated to be a part of the interaction and to contribute to the
online interaction (e.g., online discussion) because it helps them to work collaboratively online
with their peers (Gabriel, 2004; Song & Hill, 2009).

Some research has shown that the number of online exchanges students initiate is
positively related to course outcomes (Kay, 2006; Ramos and Yudko, 2008). In studying online
learning success, Swan (2002) identified that the student instructor interaction and student-
student interaction positively influenced students’ success. Swan (2002) further explained that
the discussion among students contributed to students’ success, implying the importance of the
quality of student-student interaction in online discussion. Swan (2002) reports that students
perceived online discussions as more equitable and more democratic than traditional classroom
discussions, and that there was a positive relationship between levels of interaction among
students and student satisfaction in the course.

The traditional mode of online interactions allows users to post text-based messages and

participate in asynchronous discussions. The course instructor often posts discussion topics and
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commonly students are required to provide a response to the instructor’s prompt as well as to
respond to fellow classmates. This is one of the most universally used communication tools in
online courses. Online participants benefit from the traditionally text-based discussions by
reading the different responses from their peers. In addition, text-based discussions are easily
accessible as users can submit a response from virtually any Internet-ready device
(Linardopoulos, & Betts, 2011). Text-based communication can also be completed using a
blogging tool that allows users to make asynchronous text-based entries that appear in a webpage
format. This journal-type tool allows students to interact a bit more informally, which may
encourage some students, but on the other hand, since the blog interactions typically contain less
structure than the traditional text-based discussions, it may pose a challenge for students who
prefer detailed instructions in terms of the content of the entries.

Another communication tool is an audio discussion, which allows users to post audio-
based messages and participate in asynchronous discussions. Audio discussions are created and
expected to be used in the same way as the traditional text based discussion tools with the
difference being that voice boards enable participants to record their contributions. A student
then has the ability to hear another contributor’s voice, which may result in a stronger sense of
communication connection among students.

Another tool, live classroom software, is an option that allows for synchronous
interactions between the class members. The main presenter uses a live video feed along with the
optional use of visual aids (PowerPoint, websites, notes on the board, etc.). Students can interact
with the other members and the presenter by using text-based chat functions or a voice thread

contribution. While this synchronous mode of communication allows for a high level of
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interactions, scheduling can be a challenge as online course participants may not have similar
times free due to their varied busy schedules.

Classroom focused discussions are one of the most utilized tools in online course delivery
and may be the heart of asynchronous online courses. These forums provide public spaces for
students to interact with each other. These digital exchanges of ideas online replace the oral
discussions that often occur in face-to-face classrooms. Creating a discussion forum, which
encourages students to actually discuss ideas, is a challenging endeavor. There are many factors,
which go into the design of an asynchronous online course discussion tool. Gilbert and Dabbagh
(2005) termed these design elements “structuredness” and went on to say, “these include
facilitator guidelines, posting protocols (e.g., number of postings required, length of posting,
pacing of postings), evaluation criteria, grade weight, nature of topic discussed, number of
participants, length of discussion, and degree of instructor or facilitator participation, among
others" (p. 12).

Many researchers argue that there are various factors that might influence how online
discussions can be designed to foster meaningful learning. These various factors might influence
how students are engaged in online discussions. Factors range from discussion topics, if a
discussion is graded or mandatory, how an instructor is involved in the discussion, to personal
factors such as availability of time and knowledge about the topic. Cheung and colleagues (2008)
investigated what motivated participants, given the freedom of choice, to contribute to
discussions. Their study showed that the most common motivator for students to participate in an
asynchronous discussion lies in their friendship with one another and the feeling that their

contributions were acknowledged.
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It is clear that some students will not voluntarily participate in an online discussion when
it is not part of the course grade (An, Shin, & Lim, 2009). An array of variables such as learning
styles, preferences in discussion structure, and dimensions of interactions have been examined
with the general conclusion pointing out the obvious: students who were self-motivated
performed best even though instructor’s presence and facilitation also played an important role in
students’ learning experience (Friedman, 2010). Hew (2008) suggested using students as
facilitators in an online class and seeing how different facilitation strategies such as introduction,
engagement, and mentoring might foster deeper peer involvement. Baran and Correia (2009)
investigated student-led facilitation strategies and identified that participants were actively
engaged in the discussions where the student facilitators placed importance on asking for
participants’ personal stories, and making associations with the participants’ practice or real-life
professional situations as well as the topic assigned. More ideas on how to design an online
discussion are topics of ongoing research such as the number of weekly deadlines and grading or
not grading discussion posts and assigning different student roles in an online class (Wise,
Saghafian, & Padmanabhan, 2009).

Rovai (2003) found evidence that grading strategies significantly influenced online
discussions and discussions were related to students’ sense of community. In particular, that
there were significantly more discussions per student per week and higher levels of sense of
community in courses where discussions were a graded course component. Moreover, students
with stronger feelings of being connected to others in their online courses felt more satisfied with
their distance education program. These study results also suggested that the weight given to a

course discussion grade did not have to be significant in order to encourage student responses.
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Effective Design of Online Learning: How to Create and Sustain a Sense of

Community

Etzioni and Etzioni (1999) defined community as having two components: (1) a “web”
of relationships between individuals and (2) a commitment to common meanings and values.
Meanwhile, Rovai defined “classroom community” as the “spirit, trust, interaction, and
commonality of expectation and goals, in this case, learning” (p. 4) that occurs within a
classroom environment, either virtual or physical (Rovai, 2002b). On line educators understand
the importance of integrating effective communication strategies into their course design in order
to engage students and that this communication can play a valuable, if not pivotal, role in student
connectivity. Advancements in technology and telecommunications allow educators to reach out
to students through learning system tools that support text, voice, and video communication to
increase engagement and to personally connect students to the class and content.

In an attempt to implement a community of learners, engaged in reflective discourse,
students are encouraged to foster interaction, collaboration and negotiation of meaning among
participants in order to construct knowledge (Maor, 2003). Maor concludes that good teaching
involves learners actively participating, reflectively thinking and collaborating with one another.
Richardson (2010) argued that students could develop critical thinking skills through online
discussions. Using an online discussion for collaborative learning can secure active construction
of knowledge and benefits in knowledge gained from peer-to-peer communication. New
knowledge can be built from the pooling of ideas and information, and actively testing these
against the ideas of others.

As a philosophy, constructivism maintains that knowledge is the product of many

learner-centered processes, to include the social process of communication and negotiation (i.e.,
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the social construction of reality). Student to student discussions in virtual classrooms are
designed to build knowledge and skills using technologies that assist learners to elaborate on
what they are thinking and to engage in meaningful learning. Thus, from the constructivist
viewpoint, the learner is an active processor of information. Vesely, Bloom, and Sherlock (2007)
surveyed students about their perception of the role of online community related to their
performance in an online course. They reported that 85% of the participants indicated that being
a part of the online community was helpful in their learning. Liu, Magjuka, Bonk and Lee (2007)
conducted similar research, which also focused on student perceptions about their online learning
experiences. The survey instrument included items focusing on students’ overall perceptions and
attitudes toward online learning. The results of the study indicated that there was a significant
relationship between students’ sense of community, engagement, satisfaction and perceived
learning.

Developing community contains interaction with relationships or connectedness and a
sense of shared values or goals. Rovai developed a widely-used scale of classroom community
(the Classroom Community Scale—CCS) focused on the dimensions of community,
connectedness and learning (Rovai, 2002¢). Rovai also expanded upon his definition of
community by delineating a number of factors that appear to contribute to classroom community
(Rovai, 2002b). One factor is social presence, or the individual’s (e.g., teacher’s or student’s)
ability to contribute, socially or emotionally, to the group. Since the development of Rovai’s
Classroom Community Scale, researchers have used it in their research to look for evidence of
online community. Ouzts (2006) and Shea (2006) utilized this instrument to survey students’
sense of community in online courses. In Shea’s study (2006), Rovai’s (2002b) Classroom

Community Index was utilized to measure student perceptions of teaching presence. Both
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researchers found a positive relationship between students’ sense of community and their
perceived learning success in online courses.

Rovai and Barnum (2003) examined whether a student’s perceived learning varied by
course. Students’ perceived learning was found significantly related to their participation in
online discussions. In keeping with what is known about the importance of interaction between
students and their teacher and among students, the courses should provide as many options as
possible to facilitate interaction.

Well-designed online courses foster a high level of student-with-student and student-
with-teacher interaction. Students have enough time to reflect upon other members’ contributions
and compose responses to course discussions. Among other things, interactions between students
in online courses provide opportunities for students to engage in higher-order thinking, critical-
reasoning activities and thinking in increasingly complex ways.

Social presence, the degree to which participants in computer mediated communication
feel affectively connected one to another, is the longest researched of the three presences in the
Col framework. Consideration of community formation highlights the more subtle learning that
occurs in groups relating to the presentation of the individual to that group, and the group’s

recognition of an individual as a member.

Summary

Richardson (2010) asserts that new technologies demand new thinking about content,
curriculum and the best ways to teach students. Online teachers have the opportunity to use new
technologies in the course design, which allows learning as social, collaborative and

constructive. According to Darling-Hammond (2006) teacher quality is among the most
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important contributors to student achievement. Current virtual classroom teachers are being
challenged to rethink their approach to teaching, to learning and in addition to incorporate the
most recent technological tools to assist their students with their peer communications.
Communication strategies must be developed to engage students and build community.

Ingram (2005) argues that all of Ormrod’s (2004) criteria for defining a learning
community,e.g. discussion and collaboration among members, critical assessment of
participants’ work, are also applicable in an online setting. Effective communication is vital to
student engagement and community development. Communication scholars have considered that
computer-mediated communication might block students from developing a sense of belonging
with other students and instructors but social learning theories suggest that these support
learning. Short, Williams and Christie (1976) originally coined the term “social presence” for
communicating the affective and emotional, the social, aspects of learning interactions. As
educators began experimenting with online discussion in the late 1980s and early 1990s,
however, they quickly noted that participants in online discussion, they maintained, project their
personalities into online discussion using text alone (Gunawardena, 1995).

There are certainly many challenges to overcome in online learning settings, i.e. a
student’s sense of their progress and success may be tied to the kinds of interactions they know
from face-to-face classes. Thus, a class that never meets synchronously may represent a
significant cognitive shift in what an individual perceives as a learning and educational outcome

(Haythornwaite, 2006).

As the COVID-19 pandemic and its open classroom restrictions cease across the
United States, state education agencies and school districts face daunting challenges and
difficult decisions for restarting schools As state and district leaders prepare for what

schooling will look like beyond the end of the Pandemic, there is an opportunity to identify
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evidence-based policies and practices that will enable them to seize this moment to rethink
school in ways that can transform learning opportunities for students and teachers alike
(Darling-Hammond, Schachner, & Edgerton, 2020). At this historical moment, there could be
time to use the huge disruptions caused by this pandemic to reinvestigate the systems being
used for online education.

Even before COVID-19, online teachers were often learning on the job with little or no
guidance (Moore and Kearsley, 2012). At the beginning of the pandemic, moving instruction
online with the speed with which this move to online instruction was expected to happen was
unprecedented and staggering. Support individuals found themselves stretched and were not able
to offer the same level of support to all faculty in such a narrow preparation window. No matter
how clever a solution might be—and some very clever solutions emerged—many instructors
understandably found this process stressful (Hodges, Moore, Lockee, Trust, & Bond, 2020).

With adherence to social constructivist theory, which asserts that learning is mediated
within a social context since as a collaborative experience, it is through interactions with others
that we learn new concepts and ways of being (Vygotsky, 1978). An effective virtual teacher is
being asked to create a course that is well organized and centered on the learner. A new
instructor can be assisted in course development with ongoing collaboration with other online
educators who bring a level of expertise in technology and instructional design that can optimize
the learning experience for the online teacher and in the future, the online class student.

Online education, including online teaching and learning, has been studied for decades.
Numerous research studies, theories, models, standards, and evaluation criteria focus on quality
online learning, online teaching, and online course design. What we know from research is that

effective online learning results from careful instructional design and planning, using a
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systematic model for design and development. The design process and the careful consideration
of different design decisions have an impact on the quality of the instruction. And it is this
careful design process that will be absent in most cases in these emergency shifts.

Baran, Correia, and Thompson (2011) assert, “the online environment changes the
fundamental nature of the interaction between the teacher, student and content, requiring a re-
examination of the roles teachers take in enhancing students’ learning.”

Many online teachers have not been exposed to effective online teaching role models.
Developing or working with the new dimension of using technology to teach and learning new
technology tools can change the dynamics of any teacher’s teaching. Many educators may feel
overwhelmed by the increased demands on time that come with developing and delivering an
online course or learning experience. Often teachers need support from other teachers to think
through how their course design and activities in order to create a class that supports the
development of an online learning community and ensuring that student-to student interaction
that reinforces course content. Rovai (2004) found that discussions support more student-to-
student conversations and collaboration. Because of the importance of an online discussion in
some format, teachers need to spend time learning how to design the optimal discussion format
for their students. Wang and Chen (2008) attest that while online discussions have the potential
for supporting higher-level thinking and engagement it is hard to sustain cognitive presence over
time; thus, the development of rules and expectations are essential.

Wang and Chen (2008) assert that these spaces had the potential for higher-level and
critical thinking but could also support ineffective practices. They further state, “without proper
design and structure, students took on a passive role in the discussion and their cognitive

engagement was lost” (p. 157).
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Teachers need to be a key part of these learning communities. This means that teachers
not only need to set up these communities, but also must carefully think through how they will
communicate and interact within these social connections. It takes trial and error to come up
with the proper structure and design and prompts and rubrics to use and to figure out how to be a
teacher and not be over bearing and squelch the discussion, since the instructor role is to get the
students to discuss. Teachers need to think critically about how they can take the best parts of
their instructional practices in a face-to-face classroom learning community and move the
experience online.

My research focused on asking veteran virtual classroom instructors how they
approached these complex course construction issues, what current technology tools they found
useful and how they thought that their students felt about the student-to-student contacts that
were available to them. For a new online instructor, finding a balance between guidance and
coaching without being overly involved is a tension that many online educators experience. My
research will add to the current ideas that a newly minted online instructor can view and perhaps
find helpful.

Barab, Schatz and Scheckler (2004) emphasized that “we are currently in an exciting
time in which pedagogical theory and technological advances have recreated an opportunity to
design innovative and powerful environments to support learning” (p. 200). Coiro, Knobel,
Lankshear, and Leu (2014) posited that “literacy will also include knowing how and when to
make wise decisions about which technologies and which forms and functions of literacy most
support one’s purposes” (p. 5).

Amiel and Reeves (2008) insisted that technology should support human, social and

cultural interactions rather than act as a dumb servant. When we think of online learning we need
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to be thinking about learning through and with technology. As online students may infrequently
or never come to campus, developing technology must support active engagement by the
students. Matching tools to learning is key to successful technology integration in online
teaching.

For instructors, the move from offline to online forces instructors to re-examine both their
online and offline teaching practices. One of the major challenges of any online environment is
to build in some aspects of social presence and social interaction. This can be done by social and
/or technical interventions such as creating a common area for discussion and actively seeding
the discussion and by designing an environment that promotes social presence which has been
shown to lead to greater group cohesiveness and higher level critical thinking.

Talking and communicating with others can help individuals feel part of a community.
Such interaction increases feelings of belonging to a class, commitment to group goals, and trust
among group members. This aspect may be particularly important for widely distributed
students who cannot meet in the conventional on-campus classroom, hallways and cafeteria
tables.

On the other hand, the lack of cues, anonymity and asynchronous communication
capabilities are cited as delivering positive effects as communicators can express themselves
more freely, take on and perform new and different roles online, and allow participants separated
in time and space to occupy the same cyberspace. Effective communication is critical to student
engagement and retention in online education. This paper proposes to add to the further research
that is needed in order to establish how students and instructors in online courses can use the
increasing number of options for interactive tools available to them in order to maximize the

quality of the online learning experience.
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Online education has traditionally been viewed as an alternative pathway. However, the
emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic has required educators and students across all levels of
education to adapt quickly to virtual courses. The term ‘emergency remote teaching” was coined
in the early stages of the pandemic to describe the temporary nature of this transition. Instructors
just had to figure out how to make it work, considering the affordances and constraints of the

specific learning environment to create learning experiences that were feasible and effective.
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CHAPTER 3. METHODOLOGY

This qualitative case study included teacher interviews with high school teachers who
were teaching in virtual schools. The overall goal of the study was to determine teacher beliefs
about the importance of student-to-student contact as an adhesive element that keeps students
connected to other students and creates a sense of community in virtual classes. Teachers were
asked to share their experiences and ideas about what worked and what did not work when

fostering relationships to build a sense of belonging between students in their class.

Research Design

This study employed qualitative research because it was focused on understanding the
perceptions and practices of a small number of participants in-depth from their point of view.
Qualitative research is about interpreting people’s experiences and how they construct their
worlds (Merriam, 2009). Qualitative research results are presented in a very descriptive manner.
Following a qualitative strategy, I will present the results of this study through descriptive
narratives and descriptive case analysis.

A single case study is very common in qualitative research and integrated in the social
sciences (Stake, 2002). A single case study approach (Yin, 2003) is appropriate for understanding
a phenomenon that may have received limited research attention, (Moore, 2004) within a natural
context that cannot be influenced or controlled by researchers. I chose to conduct a single case
study in which a number of cases were studied to understand a phenomenon, population or
general condition. The goal of a single case study is not to theorize, but to attempt to create a

greater understanding of the topic (Stake 2002).
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A single case study can use a variety of data collection and analysis approaches. For this
research, one-on-one interviews were used to gain insight into virtual high school teachers and
their approach to connecting their class students with other students in the same virtual class. The
data collection and data analysis procedures used in this study fit a single case study approach as
it allows researchers to gain a deeper understanding of student to student contact as viewed by
teachers in a virtual classroom and may contribute to the under-researched area of K-12 virtual
learning.

The study also looked at the methods and tools that the teachers used to support and build
on line communities within their classes. The interview questions helped to determine which
instructional strategies and techniques experienced online educators used because they have

found them to contribute to successful community building.

Research Questions

In keeping with the intent of understanding the teachers' perceptions and practices of
understanding communication and community building, the following research questions guided
the data collection and analysis.

1. What strategies and communication tools do current virtual high school teachers use
with their high school students to create student-to-student contact opportunities?

2. What impact do teachers believe learner-to-learner contacts have on community

building in virtual high school classes?

Conceptual Framework

This study was designed to determine online teacher beliefs about community’s

importance and their instructional strategies and methodologies that they employed to build
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learning communities. The research study was framed using fundamental concepts of social-
cultural learning theory. The theoretical framework of this study influenced the design of the
study, including the data collection methods and interview questions. Since the study questions
were related to teacher beliefs and practices, questions were posed through the lens of Rovai’s
community concepts (2002a) and Lave and Wenger’s (1991) communities of practice. The
interview questions are all related to teacher beliefs about community. Additionally, there were
questions, which related to the methodologies and strategies the teachers used in their practice.
The framework was also instrumental in the development of codes and themes in the analysis

stage.

Participants and Context

The participants for the study were a select sample that was intended to optimize on a
small population of teachers who teach fully online courses at the high school level. The
potential list of participants came from recommendations from educational professionals who
were knowledgeable about this area of teaching. Final selections were made with regard to

willingness to participate by the teachers nominated. Ideally 10 teachers would be interviewed.

Participant Criteria

I planned to contact teachers who taught at a variety of virtual schools from different
campuses in Hawaii. All participants were affiliated with a school or could be independently
teaching only for a virtual school organization. There was no intent to study online teaching in a
particular school setting.

All participants in this research taught in a high school with face-to-face contact with

students and then taught online classes “after contract hours.” The sample consisted of online
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instructors who taught virtual general or advanced education learners. The participants varied in
teaching experience. This helped provide a broader spectrum for the research. Demographics
were also being considered. This includes gender since I had hoped to include females and
males in the study.

These instructors were teaching learners who sought course acceleration and also there
were students who were homebound (Smith, Clark & Blomeyer, 2005). Other students were
enrolled in on line classes as a result of the need for credit restoration. These students may have
chosen to participate in online classes due to limited educational alternatives at their academic
level or the counselors on their campus may have enrolled them as an attempt to secure a
necessary credit. Students may have also been taking courses through the virtual high schools
because they lived in rural areas or areas where desired courses were not available at their local
schools. For some students, it was an elective choice. Most students were also enrolled in
traditional face-to-face classrooms and may have been taking one or more courses online for
credit supplementation or enrichment at their own school or at home.

Instructors of Grade 9-12 students were targeted for participation in this study due to the
abilities of students within this age range. Students within this grade range typically have the
physical and cognitive abilities to master the online technical tools and to fully utilize the social
learning course features (Musgrove & Musgrove, 2004).

It would have been helpful to include student comments in the study. Students were not
included in this research study because of the difficulty in obtaining permission to interview this
research population. It is a limitation of the study that it was focused upon teacher beliefs and

practices alone but does not include student beliefs.
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Recruitment

While there is a decent amount of research available focused on K-12 online learning
environments and although research is still needed in this area, (Cavanaugh et al., 2009), it can
be difficult to gain permission to conduct research in K-12 online institutions. This resulted in
my approach to teachers who were willing to work with me but who are not identified with any
particular school campus. It was difficult to gain permission to conduct research in my state’s K-
12 online institutions. Therefore, the selected teachers who were interviewed were not identified
or connected to any one institution or school site.

The virtual instructors were recruited using an e-mail recruitment flyer, which asked for
the instructor’s consent to participate in the program. If an instructor requested the interview
questions in advance, these were forwarded to them. The possible subject areas taught by the
instructors include Honors Anatomy and Physiology, AP Psychology, Spanish and General
Engineering, Modern Hawaiian History and AP World History.

Those teachers who responded to the email request were briefly informed of the research
project intent and were asked to review the approved informed consent document which was
sent to them via email to review in advance of the interview. Signatures were obtained when we
met for the interview session. Teachers were identified only by a number and their specific

schools were not identified by name.

IRB and Informed Consent

The University granted my IRB exempt status request. The teachers’ participation in this

project was completely voluntary. They were invited to participate and signed an informed
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consent before the interview. All the interview information was kept in a safe place and name,

school or personal information identified no teacher.

Role of the Researcher

High School Online instructors were chosen because I myself have had years of
experience teaching high school online classes. I have had twenty-five years of full-time teaching
experience in K-12 education, included in that time, for nine years, I was involved in teaching
online education classes as well.

I have had experience with the instructional tools that are available for creating online
classes and online communities. I have been acquainted with several of the instructors whom I
recruited, but I do not believe that my role as a similar instructor or any prior relationship with
any of the instructors interfered with the data collection process. We all taught independently
from one another and did not share our course designs or discuss course implementation. This
population was an important one to study because more information was needed about online
education for this age group (Thompson, 2010).

Additionally, I felt equipped to conduct a study of instructors in general education as I
designed and delivered virtual general and Advanced Placement education courses. Since I had
experience as an online teacher, I did have my own beliefs about the value of community in
online learning. I have personally observed among young adolescents that community
membership is what can keep students committed to participating in face-to-face learning classes.
I have seen students grow academically due to their interactions with others. In my virtual
classes, I was interested in how to create similar learning environments for my students. This

involved adding social features to my courses. My bias about community is not a limitation of
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the study because I planned to research online teachers that teach or taught in different subjects
and (Borup, Graham, & Drysdale, 2013) found that teachers of different subjects used different
strategies to build a sense of community with their students. For example, English teachers were
able to learn more about their students by reading and replying to student writing than teachers in
other subject domains. I hoped that the final sample of teachers for the one-on-one interviews
included at least one teacher from each of the following subject domains: English, Math,
Science, Social Studies, and the electives.

Additionally, my bias about community’s role in online learning was prevented from
impacting my study because I recorded teacher conversations word-for-word and provided

checking opportunities for the participants.

Instrumentation and Procedures

Interview Questionnaire

I interviewed the instructors using a series of mostly open-ended questions found on the
instructor interview questionnaire form (Appendix A). The questions were selected to determine
instructor beliefs and expertise in creating online student-to-student contact, which is related to
community building. The questions pertained to communication, engagement, high expectations,
organization, social formation, technology, flexibility and timeliness. The questions were
segmented into nine areas, which were consistent with the research of Bailey and Card’s (2009),
“Effective Practices for Online Teaching.” Questions that pertained to each category were used
to give a complete picture of the course with at least one question in each area. Many of the
survey questions were created by and shared with me by Cynthia Pope (2013) via written and

verbal agreement.
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The interview questions were designed to indicate instructor beliefs about the value that
they felt community provided in online learning. The questions that I asked gave me an
understanding of the common meaning of how community can be defined and what a community
looks like: “How would you define community in an online classroom environment?”” and “What
are some of the features that you believe that a community contains?” I then asked about specific
instructional components such as “Please describe your class size and structure” and “Which
type of technologies do you use in the course?” I asked teachers to frame their course specific
answers around one course that they were teaching at the time of the interview. The course
choice was at the discretion of the teacher. Typically, these instructors taught one or two courses
per semester.

The first two interviews served as a “pilot” to determine if the interview instrument was
usable for the remainder of the interviews or if the interview instrument needed adjustments.
Following the iterative process of qualitative research, the results were coded to determine if my
research goals were being met. As the instrument seemed suitable to be used with the rest of the
interviews, the instrument remained unchanged. To determine if the instrument was suitable, [
was looking to see if the respondents understood the nature of the questions and if the questions

elicited the type of responses that I was looking for from the interview.

Data Collection

The data collection for this study involved in-depth interviews with participants who
taught in online virtual high school settings. As noted above, the interviews followed a semi-

structured interview questionnaire using open-ended questions. Each of the interviews was
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conducted on a one-to-one basis. Each instructor interview was recorded in addition to some
responses being written down as notes.

The instructor interviews were completed during spring and fall semester 2016. To
maximize the amount of information gathered and minimize levels of discomfort in answering
questions, teachers were interviewed one-to one. To minimize travel and inconvenience for the
teachers, they were allowed to select the time and the place for the meeting. Each entire
interview took less than two hours’ time.

Each person was interviewed only once, including the pilot interviews used in instrument
validation. Had there been a need for significant change in the interview questions, additional
participants would have been added or follow-up questions would have been sent to the pilot

participants.

Data Analysis

Following the completion of each of the interviews, I consolidated the information that I
had for each teacher in the single case study and clarified the points that I addressed in the
research. I planned to fill gaps in my understanding so that I had a thorough picture of the
teaching and learning practices within the courses studied.

My notes of the interviews were handwritten at the time of the interview. I typed them
onto my computer after the interview was over. Each interview file was labeled with a letter and
number. | then took the handwritten notes and kept them in a file at my house. These notes were
not accessed again unless there was a need to double check or confirm missing information. The

computer files remained without any identifying aspects. Each audio recording was connected to
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the data file with a number only, no other identifying features were documented. The audio
recordings were sent electronically to a company who transcribed the interviews.

When the raw data collection was complete, I constructed a case record (Patton, 2002)
grouping the data from each instructor’s single case study. I saw how the interview questions’
answers related to the communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991) model: community,
domain and practice. The first stage in the analysis applied a quantitative content analysis in
which a pre- developed scale was referred to in coding the data. Rovai’s community rating scale
that measures student’s feelings about their classroom community was used. This 20-point rating
scale, which measures classroom connectedness and learning, was utilized to analyze these
teacher case studies. Where possible I used Rovai’s scale (2002b) as an instrument to look at the
community facets and interpret the data of the instructor responses and how they matched up to
Rovai’s community related questions. I used the scale to interpret community features from the
teacher interviews. I gave a rating on a scale of 0-2 for evidence of community: a rating of 2 for
Strongly Agree that community was present, a rating of 1 for Agree that community was present
and a rating of O for Neutral if there was no evidence of community features exist.

In addition, interview transcripts were analyzed using elements of a constant comparative
approach within a thematic unit of analyses (Glaser, 1965) based on previous research by
Anderson, Liam, Garrison, and Archer (2001). Each unit will identify at the meaning level—
based on thoughts or ideas conveying a single item of information. During the initial coding,
themes were sought that related to the topic. Each theme consisted of a collection of thematic
units. New thematic units (meaningful thoughts or ideas) were compared to previously coded

units and organized into themes. New thematic units that matched a group of coded units were
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included in the same overarching theme. A new unit that did not match previously coded units
became a new theme (Glaser, 1965).

I identified emerging themes presented by each instructor’s interview. I formulated
themes identified from each of the instructor’s interviews. Topics, which emerged with
frequency, were grouped together. I looked to identify emerging themes presented by each
instructor’s interview. I grouped the items according to similarities and trends and coded them
using a “lean coding” (Creswell, 2007) approach with the identified codes threaded to the
research questions and theoretical review area of community of practice: domain, practice and
community.

Once the data was displayed and organized into the major themes, conclusions were
drawn from the data. These findings provided the meaning that the research contributes in
determining the importance of the study for K-12 online learning, implications for teaching, and
the need for continued research.

Analysis further examined a review of the technical teaching tools. This analysis
identified technological teaching tools plus the type and degree of community building features
each tool provides. Items, which could be related to community, domain and practice, were

coded. I also looked to see if the items related to Rovai’s (2002b) scale pertained to these tools.

Validity

The researcher was aware of her biases, beliefs, and cultural values during data collection
(Richards and Morse, 2012). Validity and trustworthiness were ensured through 1) triangulation
of data through multiple sources (Creswell, 2012, Patton, 2002, Yin, 2003); 2) a detailed written

description of data collection and analyzing; 3) coding and recoding resulting in patterns and
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themes; and 4) oversight of all phases of this study by experienced dissertation committee
members and discussions with PhD colleagues on the interpretation of themes and patterns

(Wertz, F., et. al, 2011).

Timeline

The email requests were sent out in May 2016. Teachers interviews began in May 2016
and were completed in August 2016. The interview data was examined and coded in fall 2016. I
expected to complete the writing of the dissertation earlier but it was delayed until December
2024. Between the time of the interviews and the final writing, the world struggled through a
global pandemic. This was unique and devastating in so many ways. As a result of schools being
forced to close their physical doors, many teachers and students only had the option of online
learning. This allowed many more students and teachers and researchers around the world to
look more carefully at the benefits of online learning. This phenomenon has led to many more
studies and research projects and articles being published which address the “new” form of
instruction and classroom learning. This wealth of new pedagogy can be added to the ongoing

search for ideas about creating virtual classrooms that serve students well.

Summary

This research was focused on virtual classroom teachers. These teachers were asked to
look at their classroom practices and to consider if they were creating a community for their
learners. The instructors in the study were asked to discuss their beliefs based upon their student
population from Grades 9-12 classes only.

This research also looked exclusively at coursework that was delivered online through a

virtual school and virtual instruction only. This research did not include blended models of
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instruction, which includes a combination of face-to-face instruction, and online instruction. The

rationale for this limited focus is that with online instruction alone, instructors must employ

instructional strategies to build communities without the benefit of face-to-face interaction. This

study wanted to isolate those social and community features that can be created online, alone.
These teachers were interviewed and their responses were coded and themed. This

research was designed to assist current and future virtual K-12 classroom teachers.
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Chapter 4. Findings

Description of Participants

This research was a qualitative, single case study which included data taken from teacher
interviews. One-on-one interviews were conducted with experienced Hawaii state virtual
learning instructors to discover what they perceived to be effective pedagogical practices for
online teaching. The participants in this study were teaching in a Hawaii based public school
offering known as E-School. E-School offers standards-based online classes for secondary
students currently enrolled in any Hawaii public school. These online classes are in addition to
the students’ face-to-face classes on their assigned school campuses. These teachers were offered
the positions at E-School based on a nomination and selection process. The principal area of this
research study was focused on teachers who had been selected to offer exclusive online
instruction where there were no opportunities for face-to-face interactions. Online instruction is
defined as, “Learning conducted totally online as substitute or alternative to face-to-face

instruction” (U.S. Department of Education, 2009, p. 9).

Participants

Due to existing constraints within the Hawaii Department of Education guidelines as
regards allowing teachers to be part of a documented study, there was a limitation on the number
of teachers that were contacted and interviewed. There were five participants in this research

study. There were three female and two male participants. Participants were in their 30s to
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those in their 50s. Four of the teachers were certified teachers, the fifth was not a certified
teacher because he taught face-to-face at a private school which does not require that teachers in
their classrooms have to be certified or licensed. Hawaii state public school teaching positions

do require teacher certification and licensure.

Interview Details

Each interview was audio recorded, in addition, the researcher took notes to record non-
audible responses. The researcher travelled throughout the island of Oahu to meet with
interviewees at a private location of their choice. The interview process was conducted according
to the processes and guidelines outlined by Creswell (2007) and Hycner (1985). For
phenomenological studies, Creswell recommended that interviews last at least an hour, and each
interview in this study lasted from one to two hours. Each interview was relatively semi-
structured, audio recorded, and later transcribed word-for-word by a private company. The
identity of the participants remains confidential, and all audio tapes will be destroyed after the
dissertation paperwork has been completed. Participants were identified only through the use of

numbers to protect their identity.

Interview Instrument

The interview instrument used for this research study contained 8 items in three
sections. The purpose of the first section of the survey was to collect participant demographic
data. It contained items asking about age, gender, ethnicity, program of study, work setting, and
previous experience with online courses. And it introduced the concept of community by asking
participants how they understood the definition of that word in an educational setting. The

second section contained items divided into three categories that impact online community and
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learning: community building in the course, the effectiveness of the course design and the role
of online technologies. The third section asked about communications between students and
instructors and also asked these teachers if they had any additional insights into how community
factors into their online classroom. The items were based upon Rovai’s Classroom Community
Scale (Rovai, 2002b). Questions were focused on relationships, interactions and social presence
within a given learning environment. Other questions asked participants to respond to items

regarding course organization, evaluation techniques and the instructors’ role.

Data Collection

The results were obtained from interviews that were conducted with Hawaii school
teachers related to their online teaching experiences with E-School. The E-School students are
guided through their courses by state certified teachers utilizing a learning management system.
The Hawaii Department of Education has been offering classes via E-School for over 30 years.
The interviews included demographic information on participants and responses to questions.

The results from the teacher interviews explored the role of community in 9-12 online
learning. These findings reflected teachers’ beliefs about the role that community played in their
online learning classes and teachers’ practices in incorporating pedagogical methodologies to
form learning communities. The findings presented here include interpretations from data
collected from five instructors employed to teach online classes. This chapter includes specific
teacher comments from interview questions. This research uncovered teachers’ beliefs,
methodologies and technologies used in their digital learning courses. The findings of this study
are widely scattered and do not always support the premise that community is the glue that keeps

K-12 students connected to others in these online learning environments.
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Theoretical Framework: Rovai

This study was designed to determine online teachers’ beliefs about the importance of
community and the instructional strategies and methodologies that they employed to build
learning communities. This study was framed using principal concepts of social-cultural learning
theory. This research focused on the importance of the role community played in online learning
configurations for K-12, specifically grade 9-12 students. This research drew upon the theoretical
work of Vygotsky (1978), Lave and Wenger (1991) and Rovai (2002a).

According to Rovai (2002b), a classroom community is a “feeling that members have of
belonging, a feeling that members matter to one another and to the group, that they have duties
and obligations to each other and to the school, and that they possess shared expectations that
members’ educational needs will be met through their commitment to shared learning goals” (p.
322). Rovai (2002b) contends that classroom community consists of two factors. The first is
connectedness, which is “the feeling of belonging and acceptance and the creation of bonding
relationships” (p. 322). The second is learning, which is “the feeling that knowledge and
meaning are actively constructed within the community, that the community enhances the
acquisition of knowledge and understanding, and that the learning needs of its members are
being satisfied” (p. 322). A strong classroom community demonstrates characteristics such as
shared common interests, active engagement in two-way communications, and trusting and

helping other members (Rovai, 2002b).

Theoretical Framework: Vygotsky

Vygotsky's social constructivist theory is also an essential basis for this research study.

His theoretical framework suggests that learning from others helps learners learn more through
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their interactions with more knowledgeable others (Vygotsky, 1978). This study will seek to
identify teachers’ beliefs about socially mediated learning through their value and creation of

communities which support online learning.

Definition of Community

Throughout the study, community was defined as “a feeling that members have of
belonging, a feeling that members matter to one another and to the group, and a shared faith that
members’ needs will be met through their commitment to be together” (McMillan & Chavis in
Rovai, 2002a, p. 1). Rovai’s (2002b) classroom community concept, which evaluates student’s
feelings about learning and being connected with aspects of the class, guides this study. Rovai
(2002a) has identified connectedness as one of the essential elements of community.
Connectedness is an important component in the classroom community because it fosters
student’s feelings that they belong to a group and that they are not working in isolation (Rovai,
2002a). Connectedness also pertains to feelings of cohesion, trust and interdependence (Rovai,
2002b). According to Rovai’s concept of classroom community, factors of both community and

learning are important components.

Learning in Community: Lave and Wenger

Learning with fellow community members includes taking into account the interactions
with each other as they engage in the formation of understandings. Learning also involves a
measure to which members are willing to share values and beliefs concerning the extent to which
their educational goals and expectations are being met (Rovai, 2002b). Rovai also looks at how

teacher beliefs and values can stimulate the creation of online communities. Rovai states,
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“Educators who perceive the value of social bonds in the learning process must re-conceptualize
how a sense of community can be stimulated in virtual classrooms” (Rovai, 2002a, p.1).

Lave and Wenger (1991), similar to Rovai, also look to community as being an integral
aspect to learning. Lave and Wenger’s (1991) work on building communities of practice (CoP)
includes forming a community, situated around a content area or learning domain for the purpose
of improving practice. Their three-prong model of CoP situates learning with community as
having equal importance to domain and practice. Lave and Wenger’s framework was selected for
this study because formal online learning is created through the creation of a class where
students look to gain content area or domain knowledge through scholastic practices. The extent
to which an actual community exists is what was looked at in this study. The conceptual
framework of this study used communities of practice as an academic structure, which combined

with technology, forms a digital learning community (Wenger, White & Smith, 2009).

Community and Online Learning

This research explored the role of community in strengthening K-12 online learning.
These findings reflected teachers’ beliefs about the role that community played in their online
learning classes and teachers’ practices in incorporating pedagogical methodologies to form
learning communities. The findings presented here include interpretations from data collected
from five instructors employed in an online school. This chapter includes specific teacher
comments from interview questions and teacher comments applied to the Rovai Classroom
Community Scale (Rovai, 2002b).

The research findings were organized by the two main research questions. Within each of

the research questions, the findings were organized into sub-categories related to the research
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models presented by Lave & Wenger, (1991). Additionally, sub-themes were explored. These
themes further exemplify community building features which were highlighted within these

arcas.

Beliefs about Community

The questions began with asking the instructors about their beliefs and understandings
about the challenges of creating and working with online Communities. First they were asked to
identify their definitions about community and how it is explained within the confines of a
classroom, specifically an online classroom. In answering this first question, instructors shared a
variety of understandings about community. Some teachers connected the sense of community to
their students working with their specific content. Other teachers talked about community as a
necessary step to achieve before learning can begin.

Teacher #1 said that “I see a community as a place that has to have some form of some
device or some way that facilitates communication. It also needs to be an environment where
students feel comfortable, where they may feel the pressures of the class and the content but it
needs to be in a way that they know that we're all in this together and that everyone is sort of on
the same boat....”

Teacher #3 stated “They need to feel that they're in it together and that there's a level of
comfort that there needs to exist so that they can communicate with each other. If they don't feel
comfortable in the class, in the environment, in the community, they're not going to interact and

then you don't have much of a community.”
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Teacher # 2 added the element of having the students contact each other, “Yeah, the
ability for the students to engage not just with me but with their peers and to talk about the

content as well as the learning that's going on.”

Community within Content

Instructors shared community definitions which included both their beliefs about
community together with their conceptions about their teaching practices. Four of the instructors
included their teaching domain in their definitions. These themes include: Trust, a Spirit of
Connectedness, Interdependence and Participation. Teachers #1, #2, #3 and #5 also defined
community in terms of their domain, the content area of their teaching. The connections that the
single case study teachers made between their learning communities, their domains of
knowledge and their practice provided added evidence that communities of practice (Lave and
Wenger, 1991) were the structures that they supported in their online classrooms. Domain, in
addition to community and practice, is one of the three components of a community of practice
(Lave and Wenger, 1991). Teachers #1, #2, #3, and #5 verbally connected the idea of
community with their practice, so there appears to be a relationship between teachers’ beliefs in
connecting community with practice and community with domains. The following quote
illustrates an example of an instructor connecting community, practice and domain. Teacher #2
said “I think the best example of that was in my A.P. Government class. The issues that were
discussed were very relevant to the kids at that time to the point where we had a blog thing
going on and they would just post stuff and we'd respond to it. So, they would hear things, they
put it up and discuss and we'd have discussions and it will be just basically blog and talk to each
other. So, that's the kind of sense of community thing. And then they would relate it to the

content. But mostly it was just the talking about the subjects and then making it make sense
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to them in the broader understanding of the learning. More application to the discussion that we're

having in class. So, they were finding the connections. And then we would all just talk about it”

Designing a Community

This research uncovered the teachers’ beliefs, methodologies and technologies used in
these courses to create digital learning courses. The interview questions helped to document
when these methodologies created opportunities for students to interact with their fellow
students. Largely, the findings of this study support the premise that community can be the glue
that keeps K-12 students connected to others in these online learning environments. The findings
of this single case study illustrate that communities of practice were the support structures that
formed within these single case study online classes. These communities provided content area
learning within a domain of knowledge.

In this study, it seemed that when teachers’ beliefs and expectations about the role of
community allowed them to design their courses to make community interactions possible, the
result was more student to student communications within their online classrooms. The degree of
effort that they were able to put into forming communities, especially building trust within the
classes, allowed the full formation of learning communities to support content area instruction.
In alignment with the importance Rovai places on trust in forming a learning community,
instructors reported their feelings about instilling trust in their online classrooms. Here Instructor
#5 explains how she creates a level of trust within her classroom. “And every time in the
beginning when we have a course orientation that we talk about intellectual safety and netiquette,

really being careful about how you craft your responses to people and you want to craft it in a
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way that honors what they're saying but also offers an alternative perspective. So, I guess, the
premise is on intellectual safety. But that doesn't mean you can't disagree with them. It's all in the
way you present it.”

Overall, demonstrated through the teacher’s beliefs and practices, there were high levels
of feelings of community and learning ideals reported in some of the classes. As instructor #1
said “Because, I think, with online education, they could feel like they're the only one in the
classroom at times. And so, giving them more opportunities to interact with each other was really

helpful in building that community.”

Virtual Classroom Technology Tools

Instructors were asked about specific types of technological tools that they used in their
virtual classrooms. Teachers reported that they used web conferencing software, and used video
in their interactions with students which essentially provided face-to-face classroom interactions
through technological transmission. A generous use of two-way interactive communication
media helped to reduce the potential of students feeling distant in their virtual learning courses.

Instructor# 5 remarked “I think community is just having a group of people who have
some shared, who have something shared. Usually, in a classroom, it's shared rules, shared
norms in terms of what's expected behavior wise. You have shared expectations, standard
expectations about what work looks like. And then, I think, most teachers then try to, also as part
of that community, kind of create, not just interactions but actual human connections between
people. So, that's how I would say is the ideal community from my perspective as a classroom

teacher.”
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Student Engagement

Instructors were asked to explain what techniques or tools they used to connect students
to each other and/or to the content or to the instructor. They were asked to explain how they
facilitated student engagement.

Noted in their answers were other factors which can also contribute to the dialogue
between student and instructor including class size, emotional distance between students and
teachers, and the learning environment itself. Greater responsibility is placed on the learner to
use self-autonomy for learning with less structure and less dialogue within a course. Conversely,
the more dialogue and structure that the course provides, less autonomy is required of the
learner. Teacher #5 stated that “we would do discussion board posting and they would be
required to respond to three of their peers’ posts and talk about whether they agreed or disagreed.
They needed to make some type of interaction.”

The first component, credibility, is an expectation that the word of other learners in the
community can be relied on. The second component, benevolence, is the extent to which learners
are genuinely interested in the welfare of other members of the community and are motivated to
assist others in their learning (Rovai, 2002a). As instructor # 1 stated “So, not just the clinical
these are things we have in common but really like an actual connection that someone has with
another person that knows what they care about, what's important to them, how they might likely
perceive or have a point of view on a particular issue. Those are things that usually in a
classroom, developing a classroom community, you try to develop over the course of time or you
like to see happen.”

Rovai (2002a) found additional elements of trust to be important for communities. Rovai

(2002a) also included the concept of benevolence as a factor that impacts the trust between

76



individuals. Teachers # 1, #2 and # 5 indicated that students could trust one another because they
could share their ideas with each other, speak openly and rely upon each other.

Instructor # 1 said, “It also needs to be an environment where students feel comfortable,
where they may feel the pressures of the class and the content but it needs to be in a way that
they know that we're all in this together and that everyone is sort of on the same boat and needs
to be”. These comments demonstrate that trust is built into the course over time. Unfortunately,
there were other examples where trust was not fully formed in the learning communities because
learning gaps were not filled by the members. There were several statements that students were
working independently rather than interdependently, and they had no expectation to rely on class
members to fill their learning gaps. For example, instructor # 4 said, “So, what I will do, like for
some assignments, they have a choice where they can work on an assignment together. But it's
always a choice because that doesn't always work. I don't like to force kids into collaboration.”
“Because in the online community, any online forum, it's easy to isolate. And some students, I've

noticed, take online classes because they want to isolate. They don't want to be part of a class.”

Teachers as Community Members

Instructors were asked about their techniques for being an active and visible member of
the learning community. Instructor #2 shared that she would stay online after the class had ended
because some students would wait until the others left to ask questions. All of the instructors
shared that they had a rigid time frame set up. Assignments posted same day, same time and
assignments due same day, same time every week. Most instructors responded to student emails
within 24 hours. Office hours were set up for once or twice a week to allow a student to check in

with questions or concerns and know for sure that they could contact the instructor. If a student
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fell behind or was not doing the work, all instructors reached out to the student first and then

contacted parents at home.

Social Interactions between Students

Teachers explained about social interactions between students, when students would
start to develop friendships and therefore talk about topics other than the content. Instructor #1
shared that his higher-level students would move through the required course work and then “a
few of them would always linger and we’d talk about whatever...I’'m actually friends with about
half a dozen of my former students on Facebook.” This instructor shared that the higher the level
of students, the higher the commitment level. He theorized that maybe it was because they “felt
self-confidence. They just feel like they could be out there. And so, they actually interacted
more.”

Community members need to identify and close learning gaps to fulfill feelings of trust
within a community (Rovai, 2002a) so that learning can move into the maturity stage (Wenger et
al., 2002). Learning communities may experience learning gaps when there is a lack of

knowledge within the community.

Community Ideas

Instructors were asked to share any last thoughts about community within their classes.
Teachers referred to a shared emotional connection and the feeling of belonging or of sharing a
sense of personal relatedness, of making a difference to a group and of the group mattering to its
members.

Teacher #3 stated “I think they felt comfortable in our community and I think that

comfort level makes it be more conducive to learning. This environment where they felt
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comfortable, where they felt that they could talk to each other, for the most part. I think that the
fact that this environment existed and the fact that they were able to interact, whether it was with
me or with their peers, or the fact that they were able to ask questions and get their questions
answered by a peer, I think that that make it more meaningful. And I have to say that that
probably was more conducive to learning.”

Teacher #4 shared that in her virtual learning class, “we do not meet once a week at all,
Maybe once, twice a month. It’s the .................. (paid by district content) Virtual Learning

Network and that course is already complete. They can do the course all by themselves.”

Summary

This Findings chapter collected and analyzed data related to the development of a
community of learning within an online course. Also addressed was the topic of student to
student contact in online classes and the technological tools used to create connections between
members of an online class.

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, five participants allotted time for an in-person
interview, and the data shared was recorded. As distance education and online learning continue
to see significant growth it is important to pursue answers to key questions that relate to how
student and faculty participation, online interaction, and the sense of community affect student
learning and student success in online courses. The purpose of this paper is to share the results of
a research project that focused on understanding the role of community in an online learning
environment and the effect that this community, and participation in it, has on student learning.

Chapter 5 provides a more in-depth study of the implications of this qualitative study,

including the methodology selected, how the chosen frameworks reflected the data, recurring
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themes in the data, and the limitations of this study. It also discusses emerging theories, how
knowledge is shared and useful computer communication tools and recommendations for future

research in the area of virtual communities in high school classes.

80



CHAPTER 5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

This study gathered data from current online educators in a high school virtual school in
order to better understand the current practices being used to connect students with each other in
online classrooms today and how the instructors think that student-to-student contact impacts
their students. This study was designed to determine the role that community plays in connecting
students in K-12 online scholastic networks. The study looked at teachers’ methodologies as
determinants of the importance of community’s role in their teaching practice. The study also
looked at the methodologies instructors used to support and maintain online learning
communities.

This idea of reducing distance within virtual education courses is consistent with Moore’s
(1993) Transactional Distance Theory. Moore’s (1993) transactional distance theory offers the
idea that the interactions between students and professors is related to dialogue and structure. His
theory supports the idea that students who are provided with a suitable amount of discourse and
discussion related to their specific learning needs will feel comfortable enough in their online
classroom to succeed with the content learning activities. Using Moore’s observations, it is
possible to construe that when instructors create a classroom structure in which students will feel
emotionally and academically supported by the ease of electronic navigation within the class and
with the consistency of the requirements and design of the course work, that this structure in
designing courses can reduce feeling of distance in virtual education.

Knowledge sharing is a core benefit of the community of practice model and usually

means that the group has progressed into the second stage or coalescing stage of the community

81



of practice model (Wenger et al., 2002). Teachers reported out about the ideas they had that they
could use to draw in students, to make students comfortable sharing with others. If students were
able to establish trust, they could move on to the other, higher levels of community formation.

All the instructors supported their learners through the use of weekly web conferencing
software that had been embedded in their courses. Different teachers reported that in some
classes these web conferences were successful, in other classes, singles or no students would log
in. By using interactive, synchronous technologies greater feelings of trust could be created
within these online classrooms by making students feel closer to their teachers and fellow
students. These classes may have progressed into the transformation stage (Wenger et al., 2002).
“I see a community as a place that has to have some form of some device or some way that

facilitates communication”, said instructor #3.

Collaborative Learning Techniques

Instructors were asked about collaborative learning techniques and if and how they were
used in their classes. Instructor #3 said students “will email me and then they’ll email one other
student their essay. And then the student has to provide some feedback based on the rubric while
everybody in the class listens to that student providing the feedback to that other student.”
Teacher # 5 said that her second assignment was in the form of a wiki where the students had to
describe how they would survive on a stranded island and the students are “thinking together and
they could see everyone’s idea and they can add in if they want to and change things.”

Rovai (2002a) identified several factors as essential elements of community formation,
Trust, Spirit of Connectedness, Interdependence and Participation. Trust, according to Rovai

(2002a) includes a feeling that members of the community can count on the “credibility and
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benevolence” of the members. Several of the instructors shared that they worked to create a level
of trust between their students. Instructor #5 “we talk about intellectual safety and being careful

about how students craft your responses to people and (how) you (the student) want to craft it in
a way that honors what they’re (the other student) saying.”

In these statements, the instructor made connections that elucidate Lave and Wenger’s
(1991) conception of communities of practice. The sense of community is established as
something that the group has formed often around a domain of practice. The formation of the
group is the first stage or potential stage in the communities of practice model (Wenger et al.,
2002). These peer-to-peer exchanges referenced by the instructors illustrate that the members of
the learning community have progressed from novices that formed around the periphery of
membership, to become fully contributing practitioners. This is an illustration of the concept of
Legitimate Peripheral Participation in action (Lave & Wenger, 1991).

A national survey of 100 cyber charter high schools found that 60% frequently relied on
independent study models and 40% rarely or never employed “collaborative learning involving
two of more students working together” (Gill et al., 2015, p. 51). While lacking in many cyber
charter schools, learner-learner interactions are seen as a critical component to meaningful
educational experiences because they allow students to co-construct understanding of the course
material (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000).

If peer to peer contact and communication is encouraged this can allow students to
develop twenty-first century skills such as communication, collaboration, creativity, and critical
thinking—commonly referred to as the 4Cs. It is especially important for students in online

classes to have quality learner-learner interactions because, unlike students who are enrolled in
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face-to-face courses, online students do not have the opportunity to develop the 4Cs in in-

person environments.

Community

Teachers who placed a high value on collaboration demonstrated strong beliefs about
community building. By the very nature of distance education, students are in different locations
from one another and their instructor. The instructor’s challenge is figuring out how to make
students feel connected and able to succeed in this new learning environment. The development
of a sense of community is an effective and efficient way to help ensure the success of the
distance education program and can directly address the challenge of distance education attrition.
By developing a sense of community, an instructor can create an environment that is conducive
to student success. There is a research-based relationship between these classrooms that use
synchronous tools and their ability to show more advanced learning and community features.

This is an important distinction because Ertmer (2005) found that teacher beliefs impact
their instructional practice. According to Ertmer (2005), when teachers embrace an important
connection, in this case, the role of community for their class, it will drive what they do with

their practice to make those things happen in their classes.

Technology Tools

This study revealed that community features which did enhance positive course feelings
and which aided in student retention included the incorporation into the course of feelings of
trust, full participation by students and the ability to meet regularly through face-to-face video
interactions. Classroom instructors who provide an environment which shows value for a spirit

of community along with providing useable technology tools have been shown to be effective in
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establishing community. Access to sufficient technology was a particular challenge during the
pandemic closures as many educational institutions had inadequate technology and internet
connectivity, and many of their professionals were not, or not sufficiently, prepared to plan and
conduct distance learning. At the same time, many learners, particularly already disadvantaged
and marginalized ones, were often ill-equipped with technology, internet and digital skills — the
ability to use digital tools to find, evaluate and compose information through multiple digital
platforms, or some combination of these (Milana, M., Hodge, S., Holford, J., Waller, R., &
Webb, S. 2021). These gaps in available technology created less chances for student to student

contacts and creation of class communities.

Creation of Course Content

Teachers who were allowed to create their own online class content were able to create a
sense of community and fostered that. Teachers who were using a purchased online content,
provided by their district or another outside source, established less feelings of community
between their students. One researcher stated, “Capture your personality and your passion in
ways that are different from what you might do in person, yet authentic...strive to use a unique
voice in your writing. Mini-lectures, assignment instructions, answers to questions, weekly
announcements — you can write those in such a way as to represent your true self: Infuse your
writing with warmth.” “Be human.” (Darby 2019)

The teachers who were working with their self-created content reported more of a sense
of community with their students. The teachers who were using prepaid content reported that
“It's like the kids are exploring on their own and they are like trying to navigate through the

curriculum on their own.” Teacher #4.
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Teachers that put a high emphasis on online synchronous collegiality, where
collaboration was encouraged, and where peer review was part of the instructional model,

demonstrated strong beliefs about community building.

Connection to the Theoretical or Conceptual Framework

There is a research-based relationship between these classrooms that use synchronous
tools and their ability to show more advanced learning and community features. Moore (1993)
found that synchronous technologies can increase feelings of community (1991). Additionally,
McBrien, Jones and Chen (2009), found when using video conferencing software in an online
course, students rated the course positively in terms of social interaction and participation.
Teachers in this study who showed high regard for community also expressed “what is good for
face-to-face instruction is also good for online instruction.”

This research and study was conducted before the COVID-19 pandemic. During the
months of illness related lock downs on campuses, there was a transition to fully or partially
online instruction for almost all K—12 students nation and world-wide. This shift highlighted the
current lack of understanding of practices that support K—12 student learning in online settings.
One possible result of this forced shift to online learning has been that the amount of research
and reviews of literature regarding K—12 online teaching and learning in the United States has
increased. This new information reinforces many of the conditions that have been discussed in
this paper. Foundational to student learning in K—12 online settings is the need for prepared
educators, technology access, connected learners and a supportive learning environment.

It is important to note the difference between emergency remote teaching, and

intentionally planned and executed online teaching in non-crisis circumstances. One of the major
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differences is that during the pandemic teaching time, all instructors were required to transition
to online teaching. Before, online classes were often taught by instructors who had a genuine
interest in technology and using it to instruct students. Now every classroom teacher, with tech
skills or not, was required to transition their teaching skills into an online format. When I began
teaching online classes, I had a strong background in technology since I had been a tech
coordinator for ten years and I was given 3 months and I was paid to develop the course that I
would teach online. In this recent crisis, teachers were told overnight that they had to transition
to teaching lessons online. Many of the best classroom teachers were not equipped to teach using
only technology. The COVID-19 pandemic helped to illuminate gaps in the knowledge base for
transitioning to and implementing effective practices in K—12 online teaching and learning at all
levels: policy, infrastructure, administration, and classroom level teaching. This paper was
conducted to provide identifying effective online instructional practices specific to K—12
settings, but research that may be based on the recent current events cannot always be compared
with research before and after the COVID-19 teaching time. Because of this and because of the
constantly evolving nature of online and virtual learning environments, continual further
research is needed.

Many educational institutions have now added online classes to their course offerings
because after being exposed to them, they have realized their value and how they can fit into
their educational needs. There are gaps in the knowledge base in this area, and currently there is
an urgent need to research to inform current and future practice based upon the realities pressed
upon K—12 educational systems by the COVID-19 pandemic.

When I began my research into online delivery of full-time instruction for K—12 students

in the United States, the goal of my study was to generate a look at a specific aspect of online K—
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12 education. I had been teaching online classes for almost a decade and I had first hand
understandings and concerns about how best to reach students and keep them engaged. As [ was
documenting my research and writing this dissertation, the COVID-19 pandemic created
situations where emergency-based online delivery of K—12 curriculum was necessary. Many
more eyes are now focused on K-12 online students and there is now an increased need to
provide evidence-based guidance for the resulting longer term shifts in educational practice that
are likely to result from the pandemic. This shift in focus also is unique because of its focus on
constructs specifically relevant to K—12 pedagogy. Past research of online instructional practices
have often synthesized findings from K—12 settings and postsecondary and adult education
settings, a phenomenon reflective of the more robust research base in online learning in
postsecondary settings.

Before the COVID -19 pandemic and the resulting increase in online classes, most
schools in the United States utilized virtual and/or hybrid formats for instruction in limited ways,
including online delivery for either a single type of course (e.g., Advanced Placement, college
credit coursework, credit recovery, scheduling conflicts, other coursework not available at the
school) or an occasional alternative to in-person instruction to avoid loss of instructional time
due to weather (e.g., hurricanes). Entirely online K—12 schools in the United States were rare.
The research base was only beginning to provide nuanced insights into outcomes of online
instruction for students but it represents a growing, but still emerging, area of inquiry.

Detailed shortcomings in the evidence base regarding best practices in K—12 online
instruction have been noted. I was focused on studies appropriate for K—12 learners. While
developmental characteristics certainly vary among same-age learners, there is a correlation

between human development and chronological age that influences students’ approaches to
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learning and that should be reflected in teaching practices. This paper is intended to focus on
instructional techniques that provide such support to young learners in an online setting.

The emergence of COVID-19 sparked a new dependence on and utilization of online
teaching and learning unmatched in previous decades. Some evidence suggests that students can
experience learning in these online settings comparable to that which they experience in face-to-
face settings, and some researchers have begun examining features of the online teaching and
learning necessitated by COVID-19 restrictions.

Outside of the context of COVID-19, research findings continue to look at several of the
aspects of online teaching. This study was focused on factors that influence the success of online
education: the educators’ knowledge and preparation for online instruction, technology
infrastructure and support, and students’ developmental needs and abilities. These three aspects
of online education are supported by a literature review written by, Kennedy, K., & Ferdig, R.
E. (2018), and are aligned with the earliest studies I began my research with. In a very early
example Palloff and Pratt (1999) stated that distance education relies on the creation of learning
communities. Learning communities are possible if the three vital aspects of online education
listed above are met. Studies have suggested that if there are sufficient opportunities that foster
interaction and collaboration between students, a true learning community can emerge in virtual

high school courses.

Implications for Practice

The following is a list of recommended methodologies and technologies that should be
considered to be included in online courses to enhance students’ feelings of community within

their courses.
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1. Provide synchronous opportunities for students to meet online. Synchronous classes
allowed teachers to give immediate feedback, and they were able to see the students converse as
though they were in a face-to-face classroom environment. Teachers who utilized web
conferencing software reported the highest student interaction and seemingly reducing feelings
of distance in virtual education courses. As time goes by, software programs that allow students
to engage with each other continue to improve. The use of a program like Zoom allows students
to interact easily and directly and visually, something that was not possible when I started
teaching online. Even though it was not required, the majority of teachers that I worked with chose
to use synchronous contact with their class or individual students. Given the nature of online
courses, the challenge is still to get a time when the students are able to meet up online. An
instructor must figure out the best possible time based on the needs of the students and also must
enforce attendance as an important part of class participation. During these synchronistic times
together, students can focus on getting to know each other as well as sharing about the content.

2. Provide direct contact with the instructor where the structure includes feedback on a
timely basis. Online K-12 students report that caring relationships with teachers and sustained
interactions strongly influence their success (Borup & Stevens, 2017). While all of the
instructors reported that they got back to their students swiftly, immediacy of feedback is helpful
in reducing students’ feelings of isolation and removes feelings of distance between the students
and their teacher. In turn, online K-12 students report that caring relationships with teachers and
sustained interactions strongly influence their success (Borup & Stevens, 2017). Instructors can
communicate by giving timely feedback on completed assignments, responding to written
questions and communicating requirements. Instructors who are teaching online, need to make
themselves available to their students. Using a program like Zoom, regular office hours can be

set up so that a student can contact and converse with their instructor. Also, there must be a short
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turn-around time for graded assignments. Students need this feedback even more in an online
setting. I suggest that a teacher always return an assignment graded within a week and that the
response time for any reach out by a student, via email or text or other electronic system, is
within 24 hours.

3. Provide opportunities for knowledge sharing both synchronously and asynchronously
including digital discussions and group projects. Online instructors describe fostering relational
bonds by instilling confidence through positive affirmation and feedback, using group work to
increase peer interaction, and providing opportunities for all community members to share
personal information, preferably in a synchronous manner (Berry, 2019; Mastel-Smith et al.,
2015). Teachers indicated that the group projects were beneficial to students’ work and that
they learned from one another. Assigning pair or group work could also reduce feelings of
loneliness within the course. In the majority of online classes, students fare better if they feel
connected to each other, if there has been a creation of a sense of community within the group.
In the cases where group work was missing and only individual assignments were completed,
students had less connection with their fellow students and less of or any sense of community.
Many of these students often performed well on their own, especially if their personal nature
was to work alone and that is one of the reasons why they took the class online. An absence of
community was not a challenge for students of this nature. But the majority of the students
wanted collaborative contact with their fellow students so the creation of a community in the
class encouraged them to stay enrolled in the course. Continued community-engaged learning
in virtual classes, is still an essential component of a liberal education that can help students
build positive relationships with their community. (DiGiacomo, Usher, Han, Abney, Cole, &
Patterson, (2023). When I taught face to face classes, it was obvious that students enjoyed

working in groups on projects. I was careful to always give a group grade and an individual
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grade. That addressed the concerns within groups when only a few did the work for all. In an
online course the same rule can be applied.

4. To allow educators to have more buy in themselves, instructors are encouraged to
create their own content to share with the students. Most educators “enjoy teaching in person
because of the opportunity to interact with students, share our passion for a subject, and watch
understanding dawn on their faces. We feed off the energy in the room. We vary our delivery to
best effect.” Darby (2019) Self-created online resources provide more joy and entertainment
and have a wider range of variety, including culturally oriented activities, in comparison with
just using a resource book which is exclusively designed to cover the particular lesson that has
been offered Khoshhal (2016). In the interviews for this paper, it became obvious that teachers
who were using a purchased content, usually based on a textbook, had less contact with their
students. The teachers using their own content created lessons, were tied to their love of the
content and to their desire for the students to understand it well. I was often able to use content
based lessons from my face-to-face classroom and transition them to my online classes. I was
teaching the same content in both situations. And I could use the technology based content that
I used in my online classes for my face-to-face students. Both sets of students benefitted from
this practice.

5. Instructors identified engagement as an effective practice for online teaching. To
accomplish this, they use e-mails, class discussion boards for posting required discussion
question responses and sharing student biographies and student group projects. One participant
stated “the students to engage not just with me but with their peers, we had a blog thing going
on and they would just post stuff and we'd respond to it.” Teacher #1. In addition to
synchronous contact, written ideas of content or other matters can be easily accessed via

student to student which doesn’t require as tight a schedule demand. Students can text or
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message more at their convenience.

Use of K-12 online learning will continue to grow (U. S. Department of Education,
2009) and it is likely that online learning will be part of the majority of students’ educational
experiences (Smith, Clark & Blomeyer, 2005). At least several hundred of the nation’s 13,000
school districts have established virtual schools, with an eye to operating them for years to
come, education researchers have said. Unlike many makeshift pandemic school programs,
these stand-alone virtual schools have their own teachers, who work only with remote based
students and use curriculums designed for online learning.

Additionally, as a result of the COVID pandemic and its impact on classroom
learning situations, many schools are now considering which aspects of online education
courses they may want to keep on their campuses to offer to their students. It is important that
there is a clear model to follow as new online courses are developed by school districts that are
new to online course development. This study presented evidence that can be used by the K-12
campuses to promote the importance of establishing community feelings within online courses.
A sense of community aids in students’ ability to thrive in an online environment, and this
study provided a number of prescriptive items that have been shown to be effective that can be
included in online learning environments. This study demonstrated that community is important
in K-12 education as has been reported in higher education (Rovai, 2002a). For this reason, this
research may also have application for higher education too. As more students take K-12 online
courses and have experiences from several course providers, they will join their colleges with
prior knowledge and expectations of online education. Since feelings of community resulted in
course persistence and thereby student retention, it is important that educators from K-20 learn

how to effectively integrate community features into their course programming.
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Recommendations for Future Research

Moving forward, many factors concerning the successful implementation of online
classes need more inspection and refinement. As we continue to develop online learning
environments and expect that we can give our students the types of learning experiences that
have proved vital for their success in face-to-face environments, we must expand our research
parameters in several directions. How these experiences are correlated to improve an online

learning experience is the type of research that must be done to continue to further the field.

An idea for future research would be to include a study where the students were allowed
to participate in the feedback. This was not possible for my study and I feel like it would have
been enhanced by and offered greater insight into how students feel about their online course.
Students would have a voice and have ideas about how a class would work better for their
learning. Another study that could track the grades and or drop-out rate for students in online
courses would be helpful. If students who were in the same content classes but taught in
different ways, like one by a teacher using paid content and one by a teacher who created their
own content it would be helpful. Little research exists that examines learner-learner interaction in
online classes. As the primary stakeholder within any educational context, students provide
important insights that can help increase and improve learner-learner interactions in online
classes (Borup et all, 2020).

The COVID-19 pandemic is also likely to have a lasting effect on all future research. The
constraints of the pandemic forced educators to rethink and consider new instructional strategies
to teach targeted concepts. Though these new instructional approaches were forced and hurried,

the experience has served as a rare chance to reconsider strategies that best facilitate learning
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within the affordances and constraints of the online context (Lockee, B. 2021).

During the COVID-19 caused school closures, extensive resources were allocated and
processes developed to connect learners with course activities and materials, to facilitate
communication between instructors and students, and to manage the administration of online
learning. Now looking into the future and with fewer time pressures but with a greater group of
educators who have had personal experiences with online instruction, the fields of future

research can open widely. Paths for greater access and opportunities to online education have

now been forged, and there is a clear route for the next generation of adopters of online

education.

Certainly, building relationships among students can also contribute to building the
relationship between the students and the professor, or with the greater community (Park, E
2021). Since these social and intellectual goals are connected to the goals of any classroom, it
seems apparent that the creation of a community is crucial for future online classrooms. A
classroom without community runs the risk of students self-isolating and losing interest in their

studies and the class.

In virtual classes, students and teachers have started to change the culture in education
in many different ways. And now that the use of Artificial Intelligence (AI) has come into
virtual learning, it may become a reality to adjust learning based on an individual student’s
needs. Teachers can use evolving technological innovations to facilitate guidance and
assistance during the learning processes. Sensors emerging from novel devices such as face-
readers, eye-trackers and wearables are promising technological opportunities that may deliver
more accurate data for decision-making about how to teach students Bergamin & Hirt (2018).

Virtual classes may be the ideal location for working with the best attributes of technological
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machines and teachers for the best student outcomes. Further research into the development of
smart content aligned with personal development for educators could be directly connected to

research into virtual classrooms.

Limitations

Further research is needed in online education among K-12 students. While it is difficult
to gain permission to interview K-12 students, their input into online K-12 learning would be
valuable, especially in determining their course expectations.

The number of respondents may have limited this research. It is also a consideration that
those who responded to this survey may have been biased or lacking objectivity in their personal
perspectives. Detailed demographic information on the number of teachers who are teaching
online courses was limited. Other factors that may have contributed to the sample size being
small include the fact that the process of gaining research approval from the Hawaii Department
of Education (D.O.E.) data governance office and ultimately the Superintendent of Schools is
one that presents its own limitations. Research applications undergo a strict review process
performed by designated content area specialists, who assess, among other things the potential
value of the research and its impact on students, employees or resources. It must also be deemed
to have some degree of alignment with D.O.E. priorities.

Further restrictions are put in place for Hawaii D.O.E. employees who engage in research
within the D.O.E. and limitations are placed on the types of data that can be collected. Such
restrictions include the use of any personally identifiable data about Hawaii D.O.E. employees
who participate in the study.

The results of this research provided the necessary information needed to discuss the
implications of this qualitative study, which included the evaluation of effective approaches to
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creating successful online classes for 9-12 students. It addressed research from over three
decades outlining and overlapping in their approaches to online class instruction. This researcher
noted the recurring themes that were presented from the analyzed data.

Another limitation of this qualitative study could be noted as participant bias. Since the
word “community” was discussed very early in the list of eight questions, it is reasonable to
assume that the participants would have believed that their responses should be connected to that
concept.

An aspect of participant bias, friendliness bias, could easily have occurred since I was
familiar with all of the interviewees. But I feel that this did not occur because when it came to
sharing their ideas, we were talking like colleagues which we have been, so we were on an equal

basis and they did not have to try to change their answers to please me.

Conclusion and Summary

This paper started by documenting how many educationalists across our nation think that
online classes have an excellent potential for reaching and teaching large numbers of students
and whether it is believable that online educational opportunities will become an integral part of
any scholastic paradigm for 21st Century learners. As the recent pandemic and the consequential
necessitated closings of school campuses evolved, teachers were scrambling to use online
learning tools in order to motivate students to participate in their “new to them”, online classes.
This increased participation of teachers and students into the context of remote learning, has
augmented the need to identify the existing pluses and minuses in online classes and the need to

further research possible causes and possible solutions.

To capitalize on online learning in the secondary school arena, educators must first be
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able to understand which educational factors and practices play a critical role in effective online
education. This paper and many others like it can help determine how to create and replicate
desirable online learning community environments. Hopefully future iterations of online
education will no longer be bound to the older traditions and instead educators can support
pedagogical approaches from a menu of instructional delivery options, a mix that has been
supported by previous generations of online educators. There is much speculation about what
the lasting effects on education may look like in the post-COVID era. At best, the forced shift to
online education may be viewed as a moment of change and a time to reimagine how education
could be delivered.

Before the pandemic, the primary purpose of distance and online education was
providing access to instruction for those otherwise unable to participate in a traditional, place-
based academic program. As this purpose has shifted to supporting continuity of instruction, its
audience, as well as the wider learning educational system, has changed. It will be interesting to
see which aspects of emergency remote teaching remain in the next generation of education,
when the threat of COVID-19 is no longer a factor. In many cases now that the pandemic and
resulting closed campuses have gone away for now, educators and students both realize that
digital learning should not restricted to remote learning only, it can be successfully utilized in the
classroom as well. Post pandemic teaching will look a lot different and may not return to the pre-
pandemic approach. And online education will undoubtedly find new audiences. The flexibility
and learning possibilities that have emerged from necessity are likely to shift the expectations of
students and educators, diminishing further the line between classroom-based instruction and
virtual learning.

I am hopeful that the results and understandings gained in this research might be able to

help move the creation of excellent online courses forward. One strong insight was that teachers
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who were able to create their own content were more able to directly connect with their students

and create a community of learners. In creating their own content based lessons, the instructors

will be able to bring their wealth of professional knowledge into this new format. In order for
these instructors to be able to make useable online lessons, they need training and time given for
this purpose.

Another insight is that instructors who were able to connect students to students, via
online chat rooms or face-to-face in synchronous sessions or by collaborative work projects,
reported that their students seemed eager to be in the class and felt more connected to the
content.

The last insight is that all of the instructors created a system that they used to
communicate with their students. This system was told to the students and adhered to as the
course continued. The need for such a rigid schedule was more necessary in an online classroom.
In the case of the teacher created lessons, the number of contact times between instructor and
student was considerably more than the times that the instructors using prepaid content had.
Three times a week for the teacher created lessons and once a month for those using prepaid
course work.

As I reflect back on my online classroom teaching experiences and the students that I
was able to reach and teach via electronic resources, I feel like it was a gift for many of those
students who, without the electronic class option would have missed out on simple credits that
allowed them to move forward grade wise or graduate early or on time. Also due to their
distance learning class, my students were able to meet students from far away and create ties
and connections as well as learning opportunities together in ways that could not have
happened before virtual courses were available. When a war or a pandemic or a personal health

issue or many other reasons disrupt the chances for a student to attend a face to face school, the
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opportunity offered by electronic classes swoops in to save the day. These classes have been a
gift offered to so many students who I have had the privilege to teach via technology. And they

have been a gift to me.
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

Background

Education level Degrees held
Years teaching
Subject (s) taught: Grade Level (s) taught

Years teaching on line classes

Subject (s): Grade Level (s) taught

Initials

Instructor Interview-The research questions will be coded according to their applicability
to the research question strands. The open-ended research questions are divided into
themes which are practices identified by Bailey and Card (2009) as effective pedagogy
for on-line education.

1. Community

How would you define community in an on-line classroom environment?
What are some of the features that you believe that a community contains?
What role does community play in your course?

2. Organization

Please describe your class size and structure.

How frequently does the class meet and for how long?

What structures do you have in place that supports on-line classroom management?

3. Technology

Which type of technologies do you use in the course?

For example, do you use discussion boards? Chat features? Video conferencing?

Do you believe that student’s prior use of technology contributes to their expectations of
how the Internet can be used in your on-line classroom?
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4. Engagement

Please describe some of the instructional strategies that you use in your on-line teaching
practice? Do you have students introduce themselves? Share photos? Speak to each
other? Work on group projects? If you do hold synchronous classes, which type of
activities occur during these classes and how frequently do they occur? Discussion?
Lecture? Sharing student work?

Other?

Have you noted any differences in the success of students who are more actively
engaged?
in the social features (chat, discussion, Tweet) of the course?

5.Communication/Collaboration

Which type of collaborative learning techniques if any, do you use in your course?
Indicate for each technique how frequently you use it and give an example of their use in
the course: a) Break out Groups for Think/Pair and Share Activities, b) Partner Activities,
c¢) Group Work, d) Debate, e) Literature Circles, f) Reciprocal Teaching and g) Other

6. Timeliness

Which techniques do you use as an instructor to be an active and visible member of your
learning community? On average, how frequently do you communicate with students on
an individual basis for instruction or feedback?

7. Fostering Relationships

How committed are students to social interactions such as talking about books, music,
movies, clothes and travel as part of the course? In your opinion, how committed are
students to working together to learn new things within the course?

Do you have students that provide peer-to-peer knowledge sharing with each other?
Do students have the opportunity to lead students in class discussions?

8. Flexibility
Are there any things that you would like to add about the role of community in your
class?
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APPENDIX B: Code Chart

Table 1 Codes and Frequency

Code # Code Label Frequency
1 Peer to Peer Interaction 23+ 25+18+19
2 Peers discussing Content 3+14+13+11
3 Class Size 3+1+1+4
4 Student Interest With Content 12+2+1+8
5 Tool Interaction 38 +19+4
6 Independent Sharing of Outside Content and 21+5+3+1

Personal Thoughts with Peers
7 Community Building 6 +5+19+12
8 Teacher Student Interaction 40+20+21+40
9 Teacher Interest with Content 10+2+2
10 Teacher Pay 5+2+1
11 Teacher Family Contact 1+5
12 Teacher Tool Use 23+12+11+13
13 Independent Sharing of outside content and 10+2+1
Personal Thoughts with Teacher
14 Students feel Comfortable 10+11+7+15
15 All in this together 2+6+3
16 Student Technology Use 8 +18+23
17 Teacher with Pre Made Class Content 5
18 Students Learning Content 14+30
19 Teacher Created Content 2+5
20 Students out of class activity 3+13
21 Independent Sharing with outside content and 3
personal thoughts by teacher

22 Student interest with class 1+17
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