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Abstract 

In a time of growth in secondary education online programs, there have been few 

studies directed at understanding secondary online programs and the students they serve.  

That is particularly true for large, inner-city public school districts with a diverse student 

body.  This is a mixed methods case study which identified that students’ primary motive 

for taking online courses in school year 2007-2008 was to take courses in order to fulfill 

graduation requirements and graduate from high school on time.  Considering the online 

course outcomes for 854 unique students, chi-square tests show that four factors were 

significant predictors of either a pass or fail outcome for a completed online course:  

(a) course titles, (b) student ethnicity, (c) student home computer and Internet access, and 

(d) year-in-school.  Gender was not found to be a significant factor.  Course frequency 

data were available for 1,995 courses taken by the 854 students, indicating that 

approximately two-thirds of courses completed were four core health and physical 

education online courses that students passed 90 percent of the time.  The online program 

was in the forefront of leading the district toward a more standardized curriculum after 

many years of site-based management in its seven largest high schools.  This case study 

indicated several areas that may prove beneficial if further research were conducted, 

including:  (a) discovering why more young women than young men took online PE 

courses, and (b) discovering ways in which to identify at-risk online students who could 

benefit from additional support. 

Keywords:  secondary online learning, area learning center (ALC), credit recovery, credit 

make up, at risk, school choice, standardized curriculum, physical education. 
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Chapter 1:  Case Study Framework 

This is a mixed-methods case study of a large urban Midwestern public school 

district’s online learning program that describes the program using both quantitative 

statistics derived from a pre-course online survey and qualitative interview data.  Five 

chapters follow this chapter, including chapters on a background literature search, 

methodology, history of the District’s online program as part of research sub-question 

three, a chapter on all three of the sub-research questions, and a concluding chapter 

containing chapter summaries, conclusions, and recommendations. 

Overview 

Today’s online learning was anteceded by earlier distance education endeavors.  

Earliest instances of distance education occurred during the Industrial Revolution when 

correspondence courses were developed to meet the need for new skills and knowledge.  

Today, more than a billion people in the world have adopted digital technologies (Palfrey 

& Gasser, 2008).  The rapid advances in information technology and the Internet have led 

to an explosion, internationally, in online distance education, and the trend shows no 

signs of slowing.  In the United States (U.S.) alone, 3.9 million post-secondary students 

and over one million K-12 students took an online course in 2007 (Allen & Seaman, 

2008, November; Picciano & Seaman, 2007).  Given the exponential growth in the 

number of people of all ages taking online courses, there has been a growing need to 

better understand how U.S. secondary online learners and their inner-city public school 

districts, as communities of practice, have been experiencing the new phenomenon of 

online distance education. 
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Background Need 

In 2009, two-thirds of U.S. universities and colleges were offering online courses 

(Imsande, 2009, October).  Four years earlier in 2005, 42 states had K-12 online learning 

programs (Greenway & Vanourek, 2006) and there were 85 virtual charter schools 

(Coffey, 2009, August 18; Greenway & Vanourek, 2006).   

Whether looking at the long history of distance education or at today’s online 

learning phenomenon, empirical studies have primarily focused on the experience of 

adult learners (Roblyer & Marshall, 2002-2003; Roblyer, Mills, Marshall, & Davis, 2007, 

April 11; Sherow & Wedemeyer, 1990).  There was a lack of similar studies of secondary 

online courses.  In a recent U.S. Government meta-analysis of literature published on 

studies of online learning, it was stated that “An unexpected finding was the small 

number of rigorous published studies...for K-12 students” (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2009, May, p. ix).  This case study attempted to add to the understanding of 

secondary online learners and to their inner-city online program. 

For the purposes of this case study, the Midwestern school district will henceforth 

be referred to as the District and its Midwestern state as the State.   

There are a number of problem areas associated with distance education in 

general that may be affecting the nature of secondary online education, even as those 

problems have been shown to affect adult online education.  These include: 

• Historically high dropout rates associated with distance education courses.   

• Technologies used in mediating communication affect the distance education 

experience. 
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• Social contexts and communities of practice vary in that some activity 

domains function more effectively than others. 

• Competition among online learning programs increased in more recent years. 

Historically high dropout rates associated with distance education. 

One of the more common criticisms of adult distance education over the years has 

been that of high learner dropout rates in comparison to traditional classroom courses 

(Herbert, 2006; Liu, 2007; Noble, 1999, November; Roblyer & Davis, 2008).  According 

to Pape (2004), “online course completion rates of 50 percent are considered acceptable” 

(Course completion rates, para. 2).  This is a primary concern, because the more a 

secondary student experiences failure when taking courses, the more likely they are to 

drop out of high school altogether (Roblyer & Marshall, 2002-2003).  Therefore, 

successful completion rates of students in online courses is deemed important to overall 

school success and improved high-school graduation rates (Roblyer & Marshall, 2002-

2003). 

Historically, criticism of high dropout rates led to studies that focused on factors 

associated with successful course completion rates.  A number of studies focused on 

learner characteristics (Coussement, 1995; Hardy & Boss, 1997).  However, according to 

Roblyer and Marshall (2002-2003), until they conducted their own research, there had 

been no similar studies conducted on the learner characteristics of secondary students.  

They found that “student interest in taking online courses does not translate consistently 

to success in such courses” (p. 241).  Therefore, it was necessary to look closer at learner 

characteristics in an attempt to find predictive instruments and models in order to identify 
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students likely to be at-risk in an online course with the objective of providing the 

appropriate support and scaffolding rather than recommending they not take an online 

course (Cummings, 2009; Herbert, 2006; Liu, 2007; Roblyer & Davis, 2008). 

Successful secondary online course completion is important to all concerned 

stakeholders given the large expenditures in terms of both time and money, stakeholders 

such as public policy makers, school districts, teachers, parents, and students.  It is 

important that as many registered students as possible successfully complete their online 

courses (Florida Tax Watch, 2007; Liu, 2007; Paulson, 2004, May 4; Roblyer & 

Marshall, 2002-2003).  

Technologies used in mediating communication affect the distance education 

experience. 

Mediating communication technologies affect the distance education experience.  

In earlier decades, when correspondence technology was used, the experience between 

instructor and learner was very different from that occurring in today’s computer-

mediated communications environment.  Today’s online course programs have found that 

providing learners with a sense of community and social presence helps improve course 

satisfaction and reduce online course dropout rates (Ludwig-Hardman & Dunlap, 2003, 

April; Richardson & Swan, 2003; Wang & Newlin, 2002, May).  Wang and Newlin 

(2002, May) define “social presence” as the degree to which “another individual will 

enter into a meaningful dialogue” (p. 7).  Using software such as Skype permits course 

participants to engage in video conference calls as a planned, synchronous course event.  

Webinars, a web-based seminar, are used in larger venues.  In addition, online learners 
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may participate in various asynchronous software environments, such as Blackboard, and 

exchange ideas and share their learning experiences. 

Social contexts and communities of practice vary.   

Technologically mediated communication is but one element of distance 

education.  There is also a social context in which learning takes place within a 

community of practice (COP) (Jourdan, Bagwell, & Crawford, 2004).  Based on 

Vygotskian socio-historical theories, such as activity theory (AT) and the zone of 

proximal development (ZPD), there is the understanding that learners do not learn in a 

vacuum.  Social contexts and communities of practice vary from one activity domain to 

another, with some functioning more effectively than others.  In the case of a secondary 

student taking an online course, a student’s context includes not only the people 

supporting and influencing their online course experience, but also the institutional 

structures and decision-making that have gone into choosing and shaping the courses that 

will be made available to students.   

Competition among online learning programs increased in more recent 

years. 

Distance education has undergone a cycle of change resulting from developments 

within the computer-mediated technologies themselves.  In the early days of online 

learning, the cycle was recognized as beginning when distance-education institutions 

established technological imperatives that in turn drove the expansion of technological 

capabilities.  Expanding capabilities led to ever higher expectations, which then led to 

competitive imperatives and situations (Bates, 1995; Finkelstein & Scholz, 2000).  Thus 
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online learning programs introduced a new, more competitive element into the field of 

education (eSchool News, 2004, June 21; eSchool News, 2004, June 14).  In 2008, a 

Sloan Consortium survey reported for the first time that 70 percent of post-secondary 

institutions were feeling the effects of competition for students in online courses and 

programs (Allen & Seaman, 2008, November).   

For the District in this case study, competition was being felt before beginning its 

online program.  Competition already existed at the secondary level in the forms of open 

enrollment, private- and charter-school enrollments, and Post-Secondary Enrollment 

Options (PSEO).  Today, additional competition exists across the State for online 

students.  The state in which the District resides permits any K-12 student in the State to 

take an online course from any one of a number of K-12 Online Learning (OLL) 

Providers that are certified by its department of education.  In 2009, the District was one 

of ten multi-district programs providing full-time education or supplemental online 

learning courses.  In addition, there were seven certified online learning charter schools, 

and seven online learning consortia of schools or intermediate districts.   

Online programs, because they do not need any brick-and-mortar investment, can 

be designed to meet the needs of niche markets.  For example, one of the newer online 

high school programs in the State was a private, non-profit virtual high school for grades 

9-12, that began classes on January 25, 2010.  It was a special online high school for gay, 

lesbian, bisexual, transgendered, and questioning (GLBTQ) youth (Wilson, 2009, August 

6).  As a private school, it did not qualify for tuition tax support, but taxes could 
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eventually pay for in-State student tuition if it were to become a State-certified Online 

Learning Provider in the future. 

Any student in the State could take an online course from a certified provider, and 

the State would use tax dollars to pay for it.  All the student needed to do was to notify 

their home district that they were registering for an online course outside of their district 

from one of the State’s many Online Learning Providers.  No permission from their home 

district or school was required.  This caused school districts to divide tax-dollar revenues 

accordingly, dollars that came from the State to support the education of each student.  

Therefore, despite the costs associated with the District providing an online program, the 

costs were justified as a competitive necessity in a number of ways.  Having its own 

online program kept District students enrolled in the District’s online program as opposed 

to their taking courses offered outside of the District.  The online program was also 

viewed as a means to invite students from outside of the District to enroll in one of the 

District’s online courses, and thus bring additional State revenue into the District. 

Even in 2004, the Midwestern state of Wisconsin was paying $5,400 to virtual 

schools for each student.  Thus state funds led virtual schools to compete for students 

with increased advertising (Paulson, 2004, May 4).  Such advertising included billboards 

of competing online programs being placed in the District’s high school neighborhoods.  

Along with increased competition, there was also increased accountability to 

provide rigorous online courses that addressed the State graduation standards.  The State 

directly oversaw all online courses in this regard.  Furthermore, the State required online 

learning teachers to hold a valid, content-area teaching license from the State.  In the past, 
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lack of state oversight of secondary online programs within the U.S. permitted some 

online programs to ignore the needs of at-risk students, which led to poor course 

performance and many students dropping out (Rouse, 2005).  In addition, some virtual 

schools offering full-time programs received criticism when their students performed 

poorly on state standardized tests, as occurred with virtual charter schools in 

Pennsylvania and Ohio (Paulson, 2004, May 4).  With tax dollars on the line, states began 

taking a larger role in holding taxpayer-supported secondary online programs accountable 

(Florida Tax Watch, 2007; Rouse, 2005). 

Research Problem 

At the time in which this case study began, little was known about how U.S. 

secondary online learners in a diverse, inner-city public school district learned in their 

community of practice, and how they were experiencing the relatively new phenomenon 

of online distance education; nevertheless, more high-school learners were enrolling in 

online courses every year.   Indeed, there were only two primary studies conducted on 

high-school online learners, the Roblyer and Marshall study (2002-2003) and the Roblyer 

et al. (2007) study.  Both studies attempted to predict secondary student online course 

success using an instrument they called the Educational Success Prediction instrument 

(ESPRI).  The second study in 2007 used a modified ESPRI-V2 instrument.  While both 

studies found internal reliability among the questionnaire items, there was only one 

secondary study found that attempted, with very limited success, in externally validating 

the first Roblyer ESPRI instrument (Schramm, 2005-2006, Fall-Spring).   
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Given the prominence of online learning today, the literature became replete with 

attempts to devise a more accurate means of predicting which students were likely to 

need additional support in order to be successful in their online courses.  While some 

progress appeared to have been made, at the time of this case study there was no 

consensus regarding what constituted a good predictive model with practical application 

when used with secondary online students (Roblyer & Davis, 2008, Winter). 

 This case study attempted to learn about a diverse inner-city’s secondary online 

course program.  Using archival data, it attempted to find a predictive measure that might 

aid in identifying at-risk secondary online students within their community of practice, 

and to use qualitative interview data to produce a better understanding of the online 

program. 

Theoretical Perspective 

Several theories underlie this case study of a single, large Midwestern, inner-city, 

public school district’s online course program, and the research questions and sub-

questions woven into the various survey instruments created for this study.  The 

overarching research question was intended to provide an activity theory framework in 

which to describe the District’s community of practice in terms of activity theory as was 

established in the socio-cognitive theory of Lev Vygotsky and his followers (Perret-

Clermont, Perret, & Bell, 1991).  Sub-questions were also set forth in order to establish 

the possible existence of student self-efficacy motivation in completing their online 

learning courses.  Self-efficacy motivation has been part of the field of motivation theory 

(Elliot & Dweck, 2005; Jourdan Jr. et al., 2004; Weiner, 1992). 
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Relevance of the Study 

Given the limited number of studies published on secondary students in online 

learning courses, this case study looked at both post-secondary studies and the very 

limited number of secondary studies for guidance, while attempting to provide new 

information about secondary online learners within a diverse inner-city public school 

district. 

According to Robert Currie (2006, August 23), Director of Michigan’s virtual 

high school (VHS), in the early years of online high-school courses, it was primarily the 

advanced-placement students who were taking online courses; but a change occurred in 

more recent years with the growth in at-risk, credit-recovery students signing up for 

online courses.    

In addition to there being a lack of information about secondary online programs 

in general, at the time of this case study little was known about minority students’ online 

course experiences and success rates, because secondary-student studies had primarily 

focused on populations of mostly white students (Roblyer & Marshall, 2002-2003).  

However, this was no longer the typical demographic of online secondary students.  

Watson and Ryan (2007), in their overview of U.S. K-12 online learning programs, found 

that states did not track demographics by individual students, but rather by overall district 

demographics.  They concluded that secondary online courses were no longer the 

province of middle-class Caucasian students in advanced placement courses.  They found 

students to be more ethnically diverse and, judging by the greater numbers of students 

qualifying for free-and-reduced lunch participating in online courses, more online 
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learners were considered to be at-risk students.  Elsewhere it was noted that minority 

students enrolled less in online courses and were more likely to dropout than were 

non-minority students (Florida Tax Watch, 2007).   

The challenge, according to Currie (2006, August 23), was how to serve both 

types of students well, both the advanced placement students and the at-risk students.  

One such means was to offer hybrid, or blended courses, in addition to online courses.  

Blended courses combined a face-to-face (F-2-F) classroom element together with the 

online course.  Indeed, the growth in such courses, when combined with online secondary 

courses, yielded a 2008 secondary course enrollment of two million students, up from 

only 50,000 students in 2000 (Hoover, 2009, September 27).  The District provided both 

types of courses, making this case study all the more relevant. 

The District reported that it had a “diverse population with 70% students of color 

and 30% white students .... [O]ver 80 different languages [were] spoken by students and 

families representing many different countries across the globe” (District email 

communication, July 7, 2009).  Therefore, this case study of a diverse inner-city school 

district could be important in that it may be generalizeable to similar school districts in 

the U.S., for which no large secondary studies have been found. 

At the time of this case study, there were a number of factors that made a study of 

high-school student success in online learning particularly important:  

• Online learning was a growing, global phenomenon at both the secondary and 

post-secondary levels. 

• Online learning was becoming part of the lifelong learning phenomenon. 
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• Most online learners were non-traditional adult students, and they were the 

ones whom research studies had focused upon, thus creating a vacuum and 

leading to the need to learn more about the experiences of younger online 

learners. 

• Historically, even among adults, distance education programs had higher 

dropout and failure rates than traditional classroom-based programs; 

nevertheless, at the time of this case study, secondary online programs were 

being used to boost high school graduation rates. 

Online learning as a growing, global phenomenon. 

At the time of this case study, online learning was becoming a global 

phenomenon.  The “global technological revolution” had a “steadily growing influence 

on how learning is delivered around the planet” (Eggins, 2000, p. 63).  As a global 

phenomenon, online learning could not be considered an educational fad that would go 

away; therefore, those who were able to succeed in the new, online learning 

environments would have an advantage over those who could not.  Indeed, one of the 

by-products of the globalization of new technologies in the information age was that the 

experiences themselves of using technology in online curricula tend to “develop the skills 

needed within such a society” (Bates, 1995, p. 233). 

Online course enrollments were growing at both secondary and post-secondary 

levels.   In 2007 in the United States (U.S.), 3.9 million post-secondary students were 

taking at least one online course, which is over 20 percent of all post-secondary students 

in the United States (Allen & Seaman, 2008, November).  Over one million K-12 
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students also took an online course in 2007 (Picciano & Seaman, 2007).  Post-secondary 

education began online learning five or six years ahead of K-12 school districts.  It was 

estimated that more than several million K-12 students would be enrolled in online 

courses by school year 2013-2014 (Picciano & Seaman, 2007).  It had even been 

projected that by 2019, secondary students would take half of all their courses online 

(Christensen & Horn, 2008). 

Continually enhanced technological capabilities became a further impetus for 

more organizations and institutions to meet the instructional needs of student audiences 

not already served well by campus or other on-site courses (Cummings, 2009).  Part and 

parcel with the new technological availability was the new economic situation.  Allen and 

Seaman (2008, November) reported that the economy can have an impact on online 

enrollments.  For example, they reported that there was “widespread agreement that 

higher fuel costs will lead to more students selecting online courses” (p. 1). 

Online learning becoming part of the lifelong learning phenomenon. 

Rapid changes in the field of employment has led to the need for many to engage 

in lifelong learning.  Online learning has become a major factor in serving lifelong 

learning needs, particularly for employed adults.  Nowhere has this become more evident 

than in the fields of science, health, and technology, where a college degree has a half-life 

of three to five years (Criscito, 1999).  In 1995, even with the average worker, it had been 

conservatively estimated that everyone in the workforce would need to return “to college 

for three months training every five years” in order to maintain their work skills in an 

up-to-date manner (Bates, 1995, p. 231).  However, by 2007 it was being reported that 
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even at the point of completing an educational program and matriculating, students 

needed additional skills to meet the challenges of a successful transition.  In a letter of the 

Association for Psychological Science, Halpern, Graesser, and Hakel (2007, January) 

stated that “Every major study of secondary and postsecondary education has concluded 

that few students are obtaining the skills needed for a successful transition from...high 

school to college or work” (pp. 1-2).  Whether during times of educational transition or 

times of upgrading one’s skills, bridging the skills gap has become the realm of lifelong 

learning at work and at home, a realm that increases with each generation of students as 

the world becomes more technical and complex (Halpern et al., 2007, January). 

Secondary students face the likelihood of needing to take online courses in the 

future.  Between 2002 and 2004, post-secondary online courses increased rapidly.  Then 

in February 2006, the U.S. Congress amended the 1992 Higher Education Act to provide 

financial aid for students taking online courses in virtual colleges and universities.  Under 

the previous law, post-secondary institutions had to provide at least 50 percent of their 

courses on-campus in order for their students to qualify for financial aid.  After passage 

of the act in 2006, the rate of students enrolling in online post-secondary courses 

increased (Walsh, 2006, March 4).   

In addition to post-secondary institutions offering courses to an ever-expanding 

number of students, the United States armed forces and the corporate world also provided 

their own online instruction in an attempt to continually update the skills of their 

workforce and members (Finkelstein & Scholz, 2000).  One of the larger entities with an 

international sphere of influence has been the Workforce Advanced Distributed Learning 
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Co-Laboratory.  In 2006, it was a networking partnership that included the University of 

Memphis and the U.S. Government’s Department of Defense.  The partnership promoted 

the “Five Rs for workplace training:  the right skills, for the right job, delivered in the 

right place, at the right time, in the right way” (Rehak, 2006, “Collaborating with,” 

para. 4).  Early in the twenty-first century, online learning was becoming a primary 

means for updating workforce skills. 

With so many adults engaged in online learning, it became all the more important 

for high-school students to be offered opportunities to become familiar with online 

learning experiences.  The State of Michigan, in recognition of this fact, passed a law in 

2006, requiring all secondary “students to have some sort of online experience prior to 

graduating high school,” making it the first state to do so (Ferdig, 2007, p. 26). 

A need to learn more about the experiences of secondary online learners. 

By 2004, the majority of online learners were non-traditional adults.  According 

to Carlson (2004), “Distance learning tends to serve students who are 25 to 45,” (p. A30).  

Given this age-range for students in distance education programs in which studies of 

online-course success were being conducted with adult-learners, the need existed to 

examine the experiences of younger online learners, particularly those at the secondary 

level. 

Acknowledged recognition of high dropout rates. 

Not only had studies shown that it was difficult for adults to successfully 

complete online courses when compared to traditional face-to-face classroom 

environments but, as might be expected, there were similar reports that online secondary 
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students were particularly challenged by online courses (Florida Tax Watch, 2007; 

Rouse, 2005, January 26).  Because of the growing importance of online learning, studies 

that have focused both on secondary and post-secondary students have looked at 

predictive means for identifying at-risk students, and means by which such students 

might be helped to succeed in their online courses.  This case study attempted to add to 

the body of information available on secondary online students.   

Given the growing importance of online learning in the twenty-first century, it 

became important to examine and better understand secondary students’ characteristics 

and situations that were likely to lead to successful course completion for credit, students 

who were in an inner-city public school district’s activity domain.  Judging by the 2009 

U.S. Government study of literature that sought to compare success in online learning 

with face-to-face traditional courses (U.S. Department of Education, 2009, May), there 

was a widely held assumption that differences exist between the two educational delivery 

systems.  Online learning is a relatively recent, unique educational development; it takes 

place in a unique educational environment; therefore, different student characteristics 

may be called upon in order to be successful.  Identifying and supporting the essential 

characteristics and needs of inner-city secondary students in online courses could lead to 

more students in similar contexts being successful in online learning environments.  

Providing both human and technological support and scaffolding could increase student 

successful course completion.  If a better understanding of students were to result in a 

more supportive system, benefits could well be experienced by all who have a vested 

interest in student academic success, including the students themselves, parents, teachers, 
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the online learning community, and society as a whole (Florida Tax Watch, 2007; 

Roblyer & Marshall, 2002-2003). 

It is important that all students in public schools have the opportunity and access 

to benefit from taking online courses, and the necessary support structures to help them 

succeed and develop new skills.  The information yielded by this case study may aid in 

decision-making for future online-system improvements, improvements that will require 

only limited economic- and time-investments, thus making the improvements affordable 

for the District.  Such improvements may lead the way for other school districts, as well, 

while at the same time supporting equity and access for all students. 

While distance education programs, from early correspondence courses to today’s 

online courses, have been known to have higher dropout rates than traditional classroom 

courses, today traditional classrooms are also experiencing high dropout rates in the form 

of declining graduation rates.  At the time of this case study, secondary online programs 

were being used to shore up timely graduation rates, and were seen as a means for 

helping those on the verge of dropping out to continue their education and graduate. 

According to the federal administration under President Obama, preparing U.S. 

students to compete in the global economy was important in a time of global competition.  

“Education is now the currency of the Information Age” (Obama, 2007, November 20, 

para. 9).  Under the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001, new federal policy 

required states to collect longitudinal graduation rate data beginning in school year 

2010-2011, data that would track graduation rate data for each cohort of ninth graders 

(United States, 2008, December 22).  The United State’s ranking among the world’s 
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developed nations’ high school graduation rates declined from first place 40 years ago, 

when looking at the U.S. cohort of 55 to 64 year olds, to eleventh place among developed 

nations when it came to comparing the U.S.’s cohort of 25-to-34 year olds.  The U.S. 

reportedly ranked sixteenth overall in high school graduation rates among the 30 

countries of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD).  

This was not so much a reflection on declines in U.S. student performance as it was a 

reflection on other nations’ increased investments in education (Solutions for Our 

Future).   

Although secondary online programs were being used to improve high-school 

graduation rates, nevertheless, online programs themselves continued to have high 

dropout rates that sometimes were ignored (Rouse, 2005, January 26).  Beginning July 

15, 2009, the District’s State began requiring annual reports from all certified online 

providers serving K-12 students.  As a result, the District in this case study was required 

to annually report their registrations, withdrawals, and course completion numbers by 

students’ year-in-school grade level for kindergarten through grade 12, for both part-time 

online students and full-time online students. 

Questions 

The overarching research questions asked:  How might the phenomenon of taking 

online courses by a diverse body of high-school students in an inner-city public school 

district be understood and described from the perspectives of various stakeholders 

comprising an activity domain, a domain that includes students, parents-or-guardians, 

instructors, and administrators?   
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There were several research sub-questions.  These included:    

1. What are some of the factors motivating secondary students in the District to 

take an online course?    

2. What attributes and social capital might a secondary student bring with them to 

meet the challenges of a secondary online course that will make successful online course 

completion for credit more likely within the District’s activity domain?   

3. What are the District and its stakeholders, as a community of practice (COP) 

and large inner-city school district, currently doing in an attempt to assist its diverse body 

of secondary students taking online courses?   

These three question areas were expanded as follows: 

I. What are some of the factors motivating secondary students in the District to take an 

online course? 

 A. How do identified motivating factors relate to the District’s COP? 

1. It is anticipated that timely high-school graduation is a COP-related 

motivational factor. 

2. It is anticipated that flexibility to accommodate time constraints is a 

motivating student factor.  The time-constraints could be established by the 

COP. 

B. What are the personal motivating factors?  What personal goals is a secondary 

student seeking to meet by taking an online course? 
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II. What attributes and social capital might a secondary student bring with them to meet 

the challenges of a secondary online course that will make successful online course 

completion for credit more likely within the District’s Activity Domain? 

A. What student social capital exists in terms of social, familial, and institutional 

supports? 

B. What student access to technology (and knowledge about technology) affects a 

decision to take an online course? 

C. Are some students discouraged from taking an online course?  When?  Why? 

D. Are some students encouraged to take an online course by their peer groups, 

parents, and others? 

III. What are the District and its stakeholders, as a community of practice (COP) and 

large inner-city school district, currently doing in an attempt to assist its diverse body 

of secondary students taking online courses? 

A. On what bases are course subjects selected which will be offered online to 

students? 

1. Have some courses been offered in the past that are no longer offered?  And if 

so, why? 

2.   Which courses are currently being offered online? 

3.   Why are today’s particular courses being offered?  Continuing to be offered?  

Been added to the original course lineup? 

4.   By way of needs assessment, what courses might students, parents, or other 

stakeholders like to see added to existing courses? 
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5.   What support is available to faculty to develop and teach online courses? 

6. How many students are currently enrolled in courses and how has the number 

of students taking particular courses changed over time? 

7. What are the gender and ethnicity of current students? 

B. What are the rules in place with regard to online courses? 

1. When it comes to establishing both implicit and explicit rules, which 

stakeholders are responsible for the establishment of particular rules? 

2. What rules are within the instructor’s prerogative that would yield differences 

in course experiences and outcomes? 

C. What academic and skill-building supports and scaffolding are being offered to 

students to aid them in successful course completion? 

1. Are familial supports solicited? 

2. Are teachers the primary provider, on behalf of the District, to support student 

success? 

D. What are the roles of various stakeholders in the District’s activity domain with 

regard to online courses being offered?  Stakeholders would include, but not be 

limited to the following:  students, teachers, administrators at various levels, 

parents/guardians, and student peer groups. 

E. Upon conducting a case study of the District’s online secondary courses, how 

might an activity domain be described with regard to its essential components?  
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The methodologies used to address these questions included statistical analysis of 

student responses to an online questionnaire using SPSS software, and qualitative 

analysis of staff interviews. 

Purpose 

This case study of a large, diverse, inner-city public school district’s online 

program was undertaken in order to discover data that would provide a clearer 

understanding of students’ academic experiences within their COP.  This case study 

endeavored to yield information that would lead to a better understanding—and to make 

contrasts and comparisons among—a variety of influences and expectations concerning 

online courses being taken by a diverse student population.  This case study also sought a 

more precise, predictive indicator for future application in identifying at-risk online 

students that could lead to higher successful completion rates of online courses offered 

for credit.  In addition, this case study wanted to enhance the general understanding 

within the District of its online program, and more generally to advance research in the 

area of secondary online education. 

Delimitations 

This case study established the following parameters: 

• It would not examine, in depth, the adequacy of the District’s technological 

resources. 

• It would not examine course design. 

• Only one person would conduct the research and interviews. 

• Only student data from school year (SY) 2007-2008 would be examined. 
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Technological infrastructure and adequacies left unexamined. 

Mediating communication technologies affect the distance education experience.  

In earlier decades, when correspondence technology was used, the experience between 

instructor and learner was very different from that which occurs today in computer-

mediated online courses.  Indeed, distance education experiences undergo change on a 

continual basis as a result of frequent developments in the computer-mediated 

technologies themselves.  However, this case study did not venture into an in-depth 

analysis of the District’s communications technology and its deployment.  Rather, it was 

presumed that the District was using its technological resources to the greatest advantage 

of all students and stakeholders, given limited time and financial resources. 

Course design left unexamined. 

This study was intended to be a case study of the District’s system of secondary 

online courses offered for credit, and the ways in which the stakeholders interact to form 

an activity domain to support secondary students’ academic online-course success.  

Whereas computer technology is a key component in the experience of online learners, 

this study did not focus on technological capabilities, usages, nor the instructional design 

of web-based courses and materials.  It did, however, consider how computer access and 

student computer skills affect a student’s ability to take and successfully complete online 

courses.   

Only one researcher and interviewer. 

 Only the researcher was available to conduct face-to-face interviews.  It was 

expected that this would present both problems and benefits.  One of the detriments of 
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this was that it took more time to conduct the interviews than if there were more than one 

interviewer; therefore, it limited the number of interviews that could be conducted.   

An interviewer is able to affect responses in a number of ways.  For example, the 

demographics of the interviewer relative to the interviewee can impact responses—

demographics such as age, gender, appearance, and demeanor can all impact responses.  

With only one interviewer, there can be no remedy of substituting another interviewer, 

therefore, the demographic factors could not be ameliorated in this case study.  On the 

other hand, having just one interviewer can be an asset in that it provides some elements 

of interviewing consistency.  For example, it is important, to read questions using the 

same words, and with a neutral, non-judgmental tone.  Nonetheless, despite 

questionnaires being pretested to clarify confusing language, it is still considered best 

practice to explain a question or its wording when asked to do so by the interviewee. 

Only student data from school year (SY) 2007-2008 was collected. 

Due to the unanticipated growth in the District’s online learning program in this 

case study, it became necessary after the fact, to limit this study to school year (SY) 

2007-2008. 

Assumptions 

There were a number of assumptions made that need to be acknowledged.  They 

include the following:   

• Differences exist between adult learners and high-school students that can 

impact course-completion outcomes.  
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• High-school students’ online learning experiences differ from traditional 

face-to-face classroom learning experiences.  

• Online course design and technology can impact course success/non-success.  

• Students engaged in the social construction of meaning through individual 

cognitive activity differ from students who are passive rather than active 

recipients of information received through the delivery of web-based content. 

• Assumptions exist about Vygotskian constructivist theory that student 

learning is affected by the social group of which they are a part.  

• Information technology (IT) costs will affect both access to computer 

equipment and the quality of online instruction.   

Differences exist between adult learners and high-school students that 

can impact course-completion outcomes. 

Assumptions have sometimes been made with respect to how high-school 

students perform in online courses when compared to other populations and groups.  

These assumptions have taken different forms.  For example, assumptions may exist with 

regard to (a) how adolescent online learners differ from adult online learners, and (b) how 

adolescent online learners differ from adolescents learning in traditional face-to-face 

classrooms.  If such assumptions are false, they are likely to detract from understanding 

the way in which high-school students actually learn in an online environment.   

Whereas there have been a number of studies of adult learners and post-secondary 

students who have taken distance education courses in the past, and who are taking online 

courses today, it has been assumed that there either are or are not differences between 
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adult learners and high-school students.  When differences are assumed, they may not be 

presumed to be differences in the way in which different populations learn, but rather 

differences in maturity and circumstance.  For example, due to the potential for greater 

depth of experience that adults may bring to online courses, it may be assumed that there 

are differences between adult learners and high-school students.  Furthermore, according 

to Roblyer and Marshall (2002-2003), high-school learners differ from adult learners in 

both motivation and in social problems that are unique to young people. 

High-school students’ online learning experiences differ from 

traditional face-to-face classroom learning experiences. 

A number of studies have focused on ways in which online learning experiences 

differ from face-to-face classroom learning experiences (Anderson & Haddad, 2005; 

Dutton, Dutton, & Perry, 2002; Johnson, Aragon, Shaik, & Palma-Rivas, 2000), however, 

this case study did not focus on this issue.  It simply assumed that such differences exit. 

Online course design and technology can impact course success/non-success. 

It has sometimes been assumed that the technological mediation and aesthetic 

used in online courses has been an important factor in both learner satisfaction and 

successful online course completion.  However, this was an assumption that this case 

study did not intend to address directly, but was prepared to report incidentally if it were 

cited by learners as a stumbling block or facilitator to successful online course 

completion. 
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Assumptions exist about students and the social construction of meaning and 

cognitive activity. 

Swiss child psychologist, Jean Piaget, developed the theory of cognitive 

development.  His four stage theory had a profound influence on the field of education.  It 

led educators to attempt to instruct students at their appropriate developmental level.  

New socio-cognitive research, however, began moving away from Piagetian 

methodology.  Traditionally, Piagetian researchers did not distinguish “between social 

and cognitive factors,” because they were seen as “two faces of the same reality” (Perret-

Clermont et al., 1991, p. 41).  According to Perret-Clermont et al. (1991), such 

assumptions confounded these two factors, because interpersonal cooperation and 

concrete operations are not “two faces of the same reality,” but rather are two very 

different “types of processes” (pp. 41-42).  In addition, “the causality of social and 

cognitive processes is…circular and is perhaps even more complex” (Perret-Clermont et 

al., 1991, p. 50).  Thus more recently, the theory of Lev Vygotsky began influencing the 

field of education with Vygotsky’s socio-cognitive theories of “community of practice” 

(COP), and “activity theory” (AT).  Vygotskian theory focuses more on the aspect of the 

social contribution to learning and the construction of meaning than does the theory of 

Piaget. 

This case study assumed that social context has an impact on student learning, and 

thus tried to describe the District’s community of practice in terms of activity theory. 
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Assumptions accepted about Vygotskian constructivist theory. 

In recent years, there have been better translations of Vygotskian work that have 

led to better understanding of his theory, and in some instances, moderate, even radical, 

extensions of it.  Vygotskian theory and constructivism are compatible, and readily merge 

with one another.  Giyoo Hatano (1993) presented four “constructivist Vygotskian 

conception[s],” based upon Vygotskian assumptions that have been “accepted by the 

contemporary psychological literature”:   

1.  “Learners are active”;  

2.  “Learners almost always seek and often achieve understanding”;  

3.  “Learners’ construction of knowledge is facilitated by horizontal as well as 

vertical interactions”; and  

4.  “Availability of multiple sources of information enhances knowledge 

construction” (pp. 156-157).   

In other words, a learner’s knowledge is increased by interaction with both their 

peers and their teachers. 

The high cost of developing and teaching online courses. 

It has generally been accepted that online-course development is very expensive 

in terms of time, money, and talent.  For example, in the District, online course costs 

included:  (a) computer investment and technical support, (b) student technical support, 

(c) annual costs for streaming video subscriptions and other outside course supports, and 

(d) teacher salaries for course development, instruction, and assessment.  In addition, 

there were costs associated with paying a trainer and providing training for teachers who 
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instructed online courses.  In the District, the same online administrator who was in 

charge at the time, both trained the teachers in web-page design and online instruction, as 

well as assisting students if they had technical difficulties logging onto their online 

courses.  After investing much time, energy, and talent in developing an online course, 

there was also the inordinate amount of teacher time that went into teaching an online 

course and assessing student work.  For example, in order to ensure course integrity, 

multiple choice items were used less frequently.  They are replaced with essay questions 

and journaling, both of which take more teacher time to assess. 

Given the substantial investments in online programs, in the year 2000, data was 

indicating that economies of scale were only being realized for the largest virtual 

programs, such as the British Open University (Finkelstein & Scholz, 2000).  However, 

economic and time investments were no longer the only measurements being considered 

in terms of a costs-benefits analysis.  Competition and institutional viability were also 

deemed to be factors worthy of consideration.  Thus, when it came to investing in IT, 

Finkelstein and Scholz (2000) recommended “discarding assumptions and practices that 

have worked with other assets.  The economics of IT are different” (p. 13).  When it came 

to academic institutions’ valuation of IT investment, competition was thought to be 

“an important consideration” (Finkelstein & Scholz, 2000, p. 7).  Competition exists at all 

levels of education, and among a wide variety of educational providers.  One of the 

newest forms of competition has been the online program that is able to grant certificates 

and degrees. 
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This case study assumed that all online-program stakeholders deserve respect for 

courageously operating within the realm of today’s public schools that are weighed down 

by burdensome economic- and time-constraints.  It was further assumed that some 

participants may have lacked understanding of the “bigger picture.”  Therefore, it was 

assumed that all participants would direct their energies to remedy a problem if it were 

discovered as a result of this study.  This research intended to address the latter by 

providing a better understanding of the District’s activity system. 

Summary 

Since November 2006, online high school programs have been proliferating in the 

U.S. and globally.  The State of Michigan became the first state requiring high-school 

students to have some kind of online experience prior to graduation.   Projections put 

K-12 online enrollments at more than three million by 2013 (Picciano & Seaman, 2007), 

and some think students will be taking half of all their secondary courses online by 2019 

(Christensen & Horn, 2008).  In the new world of school choice, and global threats from 

pandemics and terrorism, school districts are feeling the need to prepare for the 

eventuality, at some point, of providing online courses for students.    

Historically, distance education programs such as correspondence courses that 

were prevalent in the twentieth century have been fraught with high dropout rates.  High 

dropout rates have plagued online programs as well, leading to the impetus to identify 

students at-risk of not passing them in order to provide them with the necessary support 

to be successful.   
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Despite the continuing growth in K-12 online programs, there have been very few 

studies of secondary online students.  Therefore, this case study was designed to study the 

online program of a large inner-city Midwestern public school district that had 70 percent 

students of color and over 80 different languages spoken at home.  It attempted to 

understand the phenomenon of student experiences, and the experiences of various 

stakeholders in the District’s online learning program’s community of practice, and 

interpret them through the lens of Vygotskian activity theory (AT).   

This was a mixed methods case study.  District quantitative archival data were 

statistically analyzed to learn about student antecedent characteristics and determine the 

kinds of online courses for which secondary students registered during school year 

2007-2008, and their final-grade outcomes.  Qualitative data were obtained from 

23 audio-taped face-to-face survey interviews with District staff.  After transcription, 

statements were sorted on keywords for later retrieval.  Staff questionnaires, which 

appear in the appendixes, were designed to gain staff perspectives of the online program 

and students.   

The research question of this case study was:  How might the phenomenon of 

taking online courses by a diverse body of high-school students in an inner-city public 

school district be understood and described from the perspectives of various stakeholders 

comprising an activity domain, a domain that includes students, parents-or-guardians, 

instructors, and administrators, with three sub-research questions, which are as follows: 

1. What are some of the factors motivating various secondary students to take an 

online course?   
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2. What attributes and social capital might a secondary student bring with them to 

meet the challenges of a secondary online course that will make successful 

online course completion for credit more likely within the District’s activity 

domain?   

3. What is the District, as a community of practice (COP) and large inner-city 

school district, currently doing in an attempt to assist its diverse body of 

secondary students taking online courses?   

Given the size of this case study, a number of limitations needed to be established 

and assumptions accepted.  The six assumptions included the following:   

1. Differences exist between adult learners and high-school students that can 

impact course-completion outcomes.   

2. High-school students’ online learning experiences differ from traditional face-

to-face classroom learning experiences.   

3. Online course design and technology can impact course success/non-success.   

4. Students engaged in the social construction of meaning through individual 

cognitive activity differ from students who are passive rather than active 

recipients of information received through the delivery of web-based content.   

5. Assumptions exist about Vygotskian constructivist theory that student learning 

is affected by the social group of which they are a part.  

6. Information technology (IT) costs will affect both access to computer 

equipment and the quality of online instruction.  
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Chapter 2:  Literature Review 

Three important areas of background literature were identified that each had an 

important relationship to the case study.  They were:  (a) the history of distance 

education, (b) two theoretical perspective for the research, and (c) distance education 

studies. 

The History of Distance Education 

Roblyer and Marshall (2002-2003) stated that their literature review focused on 

adult learner characteristics due to theirs being the first study of which they were aware 

on secondary online students’ characteristics.  In 2007, Roblyer et al. reported that their 

recent review of empirical studies that looked at successful students in distance courses 

found that no study had looked at pre-college students.  Because there was limited 

historical information on the relatively new field of high-school online courses, it was 

important to place the field within the broader perspective of distance education in 

general. 

By its simplest definition, distance education is “education at a distance” (Shale & 

Garrison, 1990, p. 5).  Between 1890 and the present, it has been estimated that 

approximately 100 million Americans have taken some kind of distance education 

courses, including such famous Americans as President Franklin D. Roosevelt, Walter 

Cronkite, and Walter P. Chrysler (Criscito, 1999; Shale & Garrison, 1990). 

The history of distance education may be divided into eight categories.  Distance 

education:  

1. Serves democratic values. 
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2. Served needs of the Industrial Revolution.  

3. Declined during the Great Depression. 

4. Grew to meet the needs of nations in war time. 

5. Grew with advancements in new communications technology.  

6. Grew with advent of the Internet.  

7. New content areas in online learning. 

8. New reasons to expand online learning in schools. 

Distance education serves democratic values. 

Today’s online learning is anteceded by earlier distance education, which arose 

out of what Sir Eric Ashby called the “fourth revolution.”  According to Ashby (as cited 

in Davis, 1996), there have been four revolutions in education.  The first occurred with 

role specialization, when educating children “shifted from parents to teachers and from 

homes to schools” (p. 17).  The second occurred when the oral tradition shifted to the 

written word.  The third revolution occurred with Gutenberg’s invention of the printing 

press and the increased availability of books.  The fourth revolution, the technological 

enhancement of learning, laid the foundation for distance education (Knapper, 2001). 

Growth in distance education has been spurred, in part, by the democratic ideal.  

Distance education has provided educational access to millions of people seeking to 

(a) further their education, and (b) advance self-improvement through skills and 

knowledge for personal growth and career advancement (Duderstadt, Atkins, & Van 

Houweling, 2002).  It has been called “the great equalizer” by Baker (2002), and “the 

university of the common man” (DETC, 2001, p. 2).  According to Garrison and Shale 
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(1990), the aim of distance education is to extend educational access “to those people 

who, for one reason or another, cannot avail themselves of the traditional forms” (p. x).  

This democratizing foundation has always been one of the goals of distance education 

from its inception to the present day. 

Providing access to challenging and otherwise unobtainable courses for secondary 

students has been one of the goals of online learning.  Online courses were instituted in 

part to provide rural secondary students with more course options (Cummings, 2009; 

Paulson, 2004, May 4; Roblyer & Davis, 2008, Winter). 

Distance education served needs of the Industrial Revolution. 

Originally, formal liberal arts education was available primarily to social elites.  

With the advent of the Industrial Revolution came the potential for ordinary city dwellers 

to form a new, professional middle class.  The Industrial Revolution began to introduce 

modern business practices and to introduce new communication technology in the form 

of newspapers.  Both of these new fields called for shorthand skills.  “[M]ost historians 

trace the beginning of the modern idea of distance learning to Caleb Phillips” (DETC, 

p. 2), who offered a correspondence course in shorthand on March 20, 1728, in the 

Boston Gazette (Online Degree, 2005; Baker, 2002).  However, it was not until a century 

later that Isaac Pitman and John R. Gregg developed their own shorthand methods in 

England, and popularized their spread around the globe. 

Sherow and Wedemeyer (1990) attribute the beginning of distance education to 

correspondence study: 
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Correspondence study was the first form of distance education, beginning with 

private tutoring by means of written correspondence sent through the mail.  It was 

later institutionalized as a function of university extension (p. 16). 

Early United States (U.S.) distance education was primarily divided between two 

types of programs:  Those aimed at providing a liberal arts education, which were mainly 

affiliated with universities, and those aimed at providing vocational skills and education 

for agriculture and industry, which were primarily provided by commercial endeavors.  

One of the earliest examples of a commercial endeavor was begun in the 1880s in 

Scranton, Pennsylvania, by Thomas J. Foster.  He began providing correspondence study 

in mine safety and vocational skills.  By 1892, Foster had established the International 

Correspondence Schools (Noble, 2001; Distance Education & Training Council, 2001).  

“Within fifteen years he had enrolled over a million students” (Granger, 1997, p. 2).  In a 

period of just one month, Foster’s schools enrolled more students than all students 

enrolled in an entire year by “Harvard, Yale, Princeton and Dartmouth” combined 

(Granger, 1997, p. 2).  In 2009, Foster’s correspondence schools offered both 

correspondence and online high-school courses and diplomas through the Penn Foster 

High School website. 

Correspondence studies affiliated with universities followed an academic and 

liberal arts track.  The Chautauqua Institute’s Summer Assembly program began in the 

1870’s.  One of its more famous instructors, William Rainey Harper, went on to become 

the first president of the University of Chicago, where in 1892, he formed the Home 

Study Department (Noble, 1999, November).  Harper is credited with popularizing 
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university extension programs’ correspondence studies in the United States (Sherow & 

Wedemeyer, 1990).     

Distance education declined during the Great Depression. 

By the late 1920s, some correspondence programs begun in the 1890s had 

reached their zenith and had begun to decline due to a combination of events.  In 

particular, programs had come under attack for false advertising and excessive 

recruitment campaigns that led to high dropout rates.  In addition, the Depression began 

to take its toll.  Although some programs scaled back, particularly those with university 

affiliations, still others began to emerge along with the advent of new technologies.   

Today, high dropout rates continue to plague some online adult learning 

programs.  However, when a large study of over 4,000 adult learners in New York City’s 

Corporate University Xchange revealed a 70 percent dropout rate, it at first alarmed 

researchers until they probed deeper.  They discovered that professional adult learners 

will leave their courses once their quest for knowledge has been satisfied (Alexander, 

2002, March).  However, this is not true when a certification or diploma is being sought.  

Then the dropout rates become more serious. 

This is particularly true when it comes to high school graduation.  Recently there 

has been an increased focus on high-school graduation rates, because they are an 

important indicator “of the economic and educational health of American society” 

(Wolfe, 2009, July, p. 3).  However, graduation rates have been calculated differently in 

different states (National Governors Association, 2005).  Therefore, the National 

Governors Association (NGA) began a movement toward a “federally mandated common 
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metric for graduation rates” (Wolfe, 2009, July, p. 3) that became part of federal 

regulation in 2008. 

Prior to arriving at a common metric, it was necessary to decide how to define 

high school graduation.  It was decided that students receiving nonstandard diplomas, 

such as a General Educational Development (GED) credential, would not be counted 

among high-school graduates, because GED students, on average, do not fare as well as 

high-school graduate, even when compared to those who graduate late (Hull, 2009, 

February 11).  

[R]ecent research indicates that students who graduate late fare much better than 

students who receive a GED credential or drop out altogether.  The extra work 

that late graduates and their high schools put into earning a diploma appears to be 

beneficial to those students.  Those benefits lie not only in late graduates’ 

academic outcomes, but in better jobs, involvement in civic life, and a 

commitment to healthy lifestyles (Wolfe, 2009, July, p. 5).  

In October 2008, the federal government began implementing a common metric.  

School districts and states were to record longitudinal graduation data by school year 

2010-2011, reporting whether or not students in a school were graduating within four 

years or less or if it is taking longer.  The new policy has the intent of providing a 

comparable means of reporting graduation rates based on a “four-year adjusted cohort 

rate” of ninth graders.  Ethnic sub-groups are to be calculated (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2008, December 22).  This is important, because according to Spellings 
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(2008, May 2), “Today, half of all minority students fail to graduate from high school on 

time” (para. 3). 

One concern about the new federal metric is the challenge faced by some states in 

“accounting for all their pupils” (Wolfe, 2009, July, p. 6).  This is particularly true in 

states where students have a choice regarding which public school they may attend.  

States with “open enrollment” experience greater student mobility, making it more 

difficult to account for all students.   

It appears as if secondary online programs may be contributing to secondary 

students’ graduation rates.  In 2009, for example, Minnesota began requiring secondary 

online program providers to collect state-mandated forms from students applying to take 

a supplemental online course.  The form is then shared with the school district where the 

student is enrolled during the school day.  The forms aid in communication between 

school districts that share funding on a student, and determines whether or not the online 

learning provider’s course will meet a graduation course requirement in line with the 

enrolling school district’s requirements (State of Minnesota, Online Learning 

Supplemental Notice of Student Registration). 

In yet another move toward increased accountability standards for K-12 online 

programs, Minnesota implemented a state-wide definition of online course registration.  

The state now defines a course registration as being based on one student enrolled in one 

semester course, beginning two weeks after the student begins the course.  Therefore, 

early withdrawals or dropouts within the first two weeks would not be counted.  State 

policy would not permit students to register for online courses after the mid-point of the 
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school term.  Course completions are defined as being any course completed with a grade 

of “D” or above (State of Minnesota, Online Learning Provider Recertification 

Application). 

Distance education grew to meet the needs of nations in war time.  

World War I and World War II—with their demands for manpower, equipment, 

and new technologies—spurred the need for training and education.  The U.S. Armed 

Forces turned to established correspondence education programs to begin their own 

military training programs.  Thomas Foster’s International Correspondence Schools 

helped the U.S. Marine Corps establish the Marine Corps Institute at Quantico, Virginia 

in 1920.  Six years later, in 1926, they similarly helped the U.S. Coast Guard to establish 

the Coast Guard Institute (DETC, 2001).   

During World War II, many young people enlisted in the Armed Forces.  As a 

result, many left for active duty before completing their high school education.  

Therefore, the military sought a means to help them earn their high school diplomas, as 

well as advance in their military knowledge and skills.  “The Army Institute began at the 

University of Wisconsin in 1942 with technical, secondary, and junior college level 

correspondence courses” (DETC, 2001, p. 9).  This may have been the first attempt to 

provide distance education specifically to secondary learners.  Surprisingly, “even 

prisoners of war were able to take advantage of correspondence programs....The War 

Prisoners Aid of the YMCA distributed materials to camps in Europe and those 

maintained in Japan” (DETC, 2001, p. 9).  
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Following World II, in a special addition to the G.I. Bill, private correspondence 

education was funded by the federal government, permitting millions of veterans to 

further their education by means of distance education programs.  (G.I. refers to 

“government issue,” or supplies, and has come to mean “veterans.”  The G.I. Bill is 

officially titled Servicemen's Readjustment Act of 1944) 

Distance education grew with advancements in new communications 

technology. 

The first generation of distance education was comprised of correspondence 

courses, while second-generation distance-learning modes took advantage of newer 

technologies to provide synchronous learning from a distance.  These technologies, 

which included radio and television, were often hybrids, incorporating a correspondence 

study component.  Later hybrids included the use of videos, laser disc, and CD-ROMs to 

provide visuals to support correspondence studies.  Still later technology modes permitted 

interaction to take place by various videoconferencing methods, including video 

transmissions being sent by means of satellite to classrooms.  However, this technology 

was expensive, and did not provide the convenience of even the asynchronous instruction 

of earlier correspondence courses. 

Third generation technology predated the Internet, with both stand-alone and 

networked computers.  Computer-mediated distance education in both university 

extension programs and commercial programs often times grew out of older, 

correspondence studies.  The University of the State of New York, now known as 

Excelsior College, began their Regents External Degree Program (later called Regents 
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College) in 1970.  This was the first distance-only program offered by a university 

(Yates, 2003; Criscito, 1999).  It was soon followed in 1971 by the University of 

Massachusetts Amherst’s University Without Walls that began offering adult degree 

programs (University of Massachusetts website).  In that same year, 1971, the British 

Open University (OU) admitted its first students (British Open University website).  

Control Data Corporation (CDC), a supercomputer company, grew out of a team 

of U.S. Navy engineers who, during World War II, had worked on code-breaking 

machines to decipher Japanese and German codes.  Wanting to keep the team together, 

the Navy helped moved them into post-war businesses.  After various corporate moves 

and mergers, in 1957, the team broke away from its employer, Sperry Rand, and began 

CDC.  In 1976, it began the Plato mainframe, computer-based educational system.  By 

1978, CDC had established 69 Control Data Institutes and learning centers worldwide.   

In the early 1980s, CDC set up a mainframe computer in Melbourne, Australia, 

and put peripheral hardware into the remote rural ranch homes of Australian children, so 

they could be home-schooled.  Students connected to the mainframe in Melbourne by 

dial-up.  This was a “no frills” distance education.  There were no graphics, so the 

algebra course in those days was “very dry” (Interviewee AI, personal communication, 

November 25, 2009).  In New Zealand, incarcerated students received their Plato lessons 

on disks (Interviewee AI, personal communication, December 4, 2009).  Today, Plato 

Learning, Inc. (http://www.plato.com) provides e-learning programs for K-12 students, 

corporate training, the military, and correctional institutions. 

http://www.plato.com/�
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Distance education grew with advent of the Internet. 

Distance education continued to progress in line with advancements in networked 

computer technology, creating the fourth generation model of distance education.  The 

Internet and World Wide Web are the technologies that launched today’s online courses 

and virtual, degree-granting programs.  The World Wide Web (WWW), which is part of 

the Internet, began in 1990 (Kramer, 2002).  It is the event that some experts in the field 

of technology set the beginning of the Internet age.  However, other experts set the 

Internet’s actual beginning on January 11, 1994, when then-Vice-President Al Gore gave 

a speech establishing the national goal of connecting every classroom to the National 

Information Infrastructure (NII) by the year 2000 (Rothstein & McKnight, 1996; 

Anderson, 1996).  “In the fall of 1994, the prospect of doing distance education was 

limited,” (Boettcher & Conrad, 1999, p. 82), yet that is when Regent University in 

Virginia Beach, Virginia, began doing full-degree graduate programs on the web (Schihl, 

1999, p. 82; Regent University website).  

According to Gene I. Maeroff (Bray, 2007, para. 8), “distance learning can help 

solve two fundamental problems:  time and place.”  Present day online courses help 

secondary students take courses when either a course does not fit the student’s schedule, 

or when it is not convenient for a student to travel to a particular location in order to take 

a course. 

In summer 1995, the CyberSchool Project in Eugene, Oregon, may have begun 

the virtual school movement when nine teachers offered supplemental online high-school 

courses (Greenway & Vanourek, 2006). 
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The Concord Virtual High School claims to be the first online public high school 

with its beginning in 1996.  It began with $7.5 million from a Technology Innovation 

Challenge Grant to the Hudson, Massachusetts public school district and the Concord 

Consortium, a nonprofit educational research company.  Today the consortium is simply 

called the Virtual High School.  This is the consortium whose students were studied by 

Roblyer (North Central Regional Educational Laboratory [NCREL], 2002, April3). 

In 1997, the State of Florida started offering high-school online courses through 

the Florida Virtual High School to 77 students.  Today it is known simply as the Florida 

Virtual School and had a student enrollment of 113,900 in school year 2007-2008 

(Education Next, Chubb, Moe, & Cuban, 2009, Winter).   

In 1998, the Western Governors University offered degree-granting programs in a 

virtual university (Western Governors University website).  By 1999, two universities 

were moving their “correspondence courses” toward granting “diplomas through their 

virtual high schools” (White, 2000; Carr, 1999, p. A49). 

By 2008, the exponential growth in online secondary courses when counting 

students enrolled in both online and blended-online courses was two million students.  

That is 40 times more than the 50,000 students registered just eight years earlier in 2000 

(Hoover, 2009, September 27).  As of August 2009, K-12 online learning was available 

in 32 states, according to the International Association for K-12 Online Learning (Coffey, 

2009, August 18), with 22 of those states paying for students’ online courses with tax 

dollars.  The 22 states include:  Alaska, Arizona, Arkansas, California, Colorado, Florida, 

Georgia, Hawaii, Idaho, Kansas, Minnesota, Missouri, Nevada, New Hampshire, Ohio, 
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Oregon, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Utah, Washington State, Wisconsin, and 

Wyoming (CNN Newsroom, April 15, 2009).  In the United States there are 24 states 

which “sponsor their own virtual schools,” while yet others “have plans to do so” 

(Roblyer et al, 2007). 

Since the inception of the Internet, there have been a number of factors that make 

K-12 online learning attractive from the perspective of parents and students desiring to 

either take a supplemental course or to be enrolled in online courses full-time.  Two 

factors include the fact that:  (a) students are under a number of time constraints, and 

(b) some students are being home-schooled. 

Students today wrestle with a number of time constraints.  Some students take 

supplemental online courses in order to take a course required for graduation that will not 

fit into their day-time course of studies.  Other students may register for one or more 

online courses in order to overcome a personal challenge, such as the need to take care of 

younger siblings at home while parents work or to accommodate their own job 

requirements.  Still other students may register for online courses in order to accompany 

their family on an extended vacation or overseas deployment. 

By the late 1990s, there was a growing trend in parents home-schooling their 

children.  Online programs found that offering home-schooling families the option of 

online courses was one way of bringing some home-schooled students partially back into 

the school system and restoring some of the revenue lost when they withdrew to their 

home environments (Demski, 2010, January).   



Running head:  CASE STUDY OF A SCHOOL DISTRICT’S ONLINE PROGRAM 46 

 

 

Home-schooling “is more popular in the USA than in any other country” (Signs 

of Our Times, 2008, April 10, OECD member countries section, para. 3).  In some 

instances, home-schooled students may receive the majority of their education through 

online courses, while in other homes, students may take one or two supplemental online 

courses not taught by their parent. The rate of K-12 students being home schooled has 

been increasing at a time when student enrollments in public schools have been declining.  

At the time in which the District was first beginning its online program in 2003, 

10 percent of K-12 students in the State were being home schooled, and 1.1 million were 

being home schooled across the United States (U.S. Department of Education, 2004, 

July).  By 2007, the number of home-schooled K-12 students in the United States had 

jumped to 1.5 million (U.S. Department of Education, 2008, December).  The reasons 

given by parents of K-12 students for home schooling them, in rank order, include: 

1. Concern about the school environment. 

2. Desire to provide religious or moral instruction. 

3. Dissatisfaction with academic instruction in other schools. 

4. Having a nontraditional approach to their child’s education. 

5. Their child has a special need, and 

6. Their child has a physical or mental health problem (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2008, December). 

According to Princiotta et al. (2004, July), many parents want their children to 

have stronger bonds with them than with peers.  The parents want to have a greater 
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influence over their children’s moral development without the influence of either teachers 

or peers (Demski, 2010, January).   

Still other parents perceive of online courses as the modern version of having a 

private tutor, something the traditional classroom setting cannot provide given the 

number of students to whom a teacher must attend (Arnoldy, 2008, May 14). 

New content areas in online learning. 

As online learning programs have increased, new content areas have been added, 

such as:  (a) online physical education courses, and (b) rigorous courses with dual 

enrollment in high school and college. 

One might expect physical education (PE) courses to be limited to traditional 

gymnasium settings in schools, but by 2010, Grayson reports that several school districts 

in the United States had implemented virtual PE courses (2010, January).  According to 

Ricketts (2008), some online PE students may be plagued with “body-image issues” 

(p. 29), particularly young women.  Schwartz (2008) created an “I Hate Gym Class” 

website in order to encourage young women to give gym class a chance, because they 

may end up liking it. 

Dual enrollment in rigorous courses were given a boost in fall 2006 when the 

federal government began an Academic Competitiveness Grant Program for students 

willing to take more rigorous courses at the high-school level.  The federal government 

left it up to individual states to decide what constituted a rigorous program (South Dakota 

Department of Education, 2006, June).  Two such rigorous programs are the International 

Baccalaureate (IB) program and the Advanced Placement (AP) program. 
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The International Baccalaureate (IB) program is an elite international course of 

study that has been slow to accept online courses of instruction, instead preferring 

traditional teacher-led instruction.  However, in fall 2009, the IB Programme piloted 

several of its own online courses, all of which were at grade ten or above.  IB Diploma 

candidates can receive both high school and college credit for IB coursework. 

The Advanced Placement (AP) program is a rigorous, dual-enrollment program 

that gives students both college and high school credit for the same course.  Some states 

will permit online AP courses, while others will not (Arnoldy, 2008, May 14).  States 

with large rural populations, such as the Dakotas, are the states most likely to provide 

online AP courses for their students even paying them if they pass their AP course 

(Whelan, 2008, March 17). 

In an attempt to provide criteria as to what constitutes a good secondary online 

program, Hoover (2009, September 27), stated that a good program would include:  

(a) a clear mission, (b) qualified teachers, (c) some instructor and student face-to-face 

time, (d) a program able to provide data regarding student outcomes, (e) full 

accreditation, and (f) a program that fosters a sense of community.  

New reasons to expand online learning in schools. 

As time passes, new reasons and uses for online instruction continue to grow.  

Two recent needs for online secondary courses include their use if schools need to be 

closed and education delivered by primarily online means.  Two events could trigger such 

drastic measures:  (a) a public health event, or (b) a national defense event.   
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Pandemics have the potential to close schools and switch K-12 students, 

temporarily, to an online education format.  Indeed, in the realm of public health, 

universities, school districts, and state and national health departments are working 

together to develop and maintain emergency plans in the event of a public health event 

such as an influenza pandemic.  Influenza pandemics “occur on average every 24 years” 

(Olson, 2006).  The last one occurred in 1968.  As an example, the University of 

Minnesota’s plan is a document called the “Pandemic Influenza Preparedness Workplan.” 

(2005, December 15) 

At the secondary level, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 

recommend online-learning as a solution for educating students, while public school 

buildings may need to be converted into hospital facilities.  Recently, there was a concern 

about H1N1 influenza.  The District reported that schools would close in the event that 

large numbers of students and teachers became sick.  They installed tamper-proof soap 

dispensers in all lavatories to prevent the spread of H1N1, and instituted a “no excuses” 

policy for keeping them filled (District email communication, August 24, 2009).  

Measures taken to prevent the spread of contagion were important given the historical 

evidence for the ravages of pandemics, and because there were confirmed cases of H1N1 

worldwide in 2009. 

In the realm of national defense, the federal government views online-learning as 

being important to national defense.  The U.S. Department of Defense established the 

Advanced Distributed Learning (ADL) collaborative-laboratory (Co-Labs) network in 

1999, to develop industry standards and best practices through research.  The two 
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federally funded Co-Labs in Alexandria, Virginia, and Orlando, Florida, are collaborative 

networks linking government, industry, and academia.  The ADL also maintains 

Partnership Labs around the world under international agreements (ADL, website). 

Among the U.S. Department of Defense, the U.S. Department of Homeland 

Security, and the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), together with the 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), there has been growing interagency 

cooperation, planning, and political support at all levels.  Together they support the 

expanded role of online learning; therefore, the impetus for online learning can be 

expected to undergo continued expansion at all levels, including the K-12 level.   

Two Theoretical Perspectives for the Research 

This case study considered two primary research perspectives, social/cognitive 

theories in education and motivational theory. 

Social/cognitive theories in education. 

Traditionally, the field of education viewed knowledge as something transferred 

from teacher to student.  The process could be described procedurally.  However, more 

recently it has been recognized that “learning is inevitably a collaboration with others in a 

cultural and social environment” (Barab, Evans, & Baek, 2004, p. 201).  Thus, the 

cognitive theories of individual cognition and mind in the sixties, have been replaced 

today with contextualized social theories of cognition whereby participatory learning 

takes place in a community of practice.   

One social theory of cognition, known as activity theory (AT), was developed in 

the 1920s by Lev Vygotsky and his followers in the Soviet sociohistorical school.  His 
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followers included Alexei Nikolaevich Leont’ev and Alexander Luria.  Since then, 

activity theory has been under continual development for over 80 years (Kaptelinin & 

Nardi, 2006).  Activity theory became widely introduced in the late 1970s and early 

1980s (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006).  It is a theory that has been adopted by a number of 

fields, including human-computer interaction (HCI) and computer-aided instruction 

(CAI). 

According to Karl Marx’s materialist theory, the “concept of activity [opened] up 

a new way to understand change” not as something hierarchically “brought about from 

above, nor...reducible to...individual self-change of subjects...but as joint ‘practical-

critical activity’...embedded in...mundane everyday practice” (Engestrӧm & Miettinen, 

1999, p. 3).  

Cognitive theory in education views activity as being contextualized in a 

collectively social milieu known as an activity system.  “From an activity theory 

perspective, the ‘minimal meaningful context’ for understanding human actions is the 

activity system” (Barab, et al., 2004, p. 200).  Activity theory is a means for describing 

what occurs in a participatory unit as it seeks to “transform something” within the context 

of a system, as opposed to an individual creating some artifact (Barab, et al., 2004, 

p. 200).   

It has been difficult for AT to move into the realms of research and practice 

(Mwanza, 2002).  Recent efforts to apply AT are done so by analyzing activity theory 

systems (ATS) using AT mapping. 
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Activity theory mapping. 

Historically, AT mapping began with the behavioralists’ stimulus-response model  

(S—>R).  P. P. Blomsky argued that while S—>R works as a way in which to understand 

animal behavior, it will not work for understanding human responses.  Blomsky added a 

third component, X, in order to represent a technological tool mediating human behavior.  

The S-X-R formed a triangular appearing model.   

Lev Vygotsky and his student Alexei Nikolaevich Leont’ev began their 

formulation with the basic representation of activity:  S<—>O, wherein “S” represents 

the subject and “O” the object.  This representation indicates that a subject purposefully 

interacts with the world.  Vygotsky then modified Blomsky’s triangle into a model of his 

own, basing his model on Marxist theory.  Vygotsky saw the X-factor as representing the 

social and cultural context of human behavior (Mwanza, 2002).  Vygotsky and Leont’ev 

added to the model’s complexity with a hierarchical model (Mwanza, 2002) which had as 

its three corner points:  Subject, Object, and Tool (Mwanza, 2002; Barab et al., 2004). 

Yrjö Engeström devised a more complex triangular model (Mwanza, 2002; Lim, 

2002; Barab et. al., 2004; Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006).  Figure 1 is an adaptation of 

Engeström’s model. 

In an attempt to put activity theory into practice, Barab et al. (2004) developed 

their own ATS model for use in analyzing student behavior in an educational setting.  

Mwanza developed an Activity-Oriented Design Method (AODM).  Her AODM 

included (a) an eight-step model for analysis purposes based on Engeström’s activity 
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triangle system, (b) an activity notation system, and (c) a mapping technique to represent 

operational processes in an activity theory system. 

The activity domain for the District’s online courses may be represented by 

formal ontological mapping in Figure 1. 

Figure 1 

An Education Activity Theory Model Based on Yrjö Engeström’s Activity Theory Model 

                                                       Tools 
 (computer; online courses; their priority) 
 

 

                                        Subject                                    Object --> outcome 

                                  (student)          (purpose; intentionality) 

               (successful course completion) 
 

 
                   Rules                                                                          Roles (Division of Labor) 
       (need for credits)             District Community of Practice      (student, teacher, parent) 

 

Five principles of activity theory. 

Kaptelinin and Nardi (1997) laid out five basic principles of activity theory, 

including its:  (a) hierarchical structure of activity, (b) object-orientedness, 

(c) internalization/externalization, (d) tool mediation, and (e) development.  They may be 

defined as follows relative to Figure 1: 

Activity is a hierarchical structure comprised of “goal-directed actions” taken by a 

subject which, in turn, are directed at an “object” motivating the activity, such as 
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successfully completing an online course.  “Actions are conscious, and different actions 

may be undertaken to meet the same goal” (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 1997, “Hierarchical 

structure...” para. 1).  Activity theory does not include every kind of activity, but only the 

activity of a subject that has abilities and needs (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006), which is why 

a subject is a human being.  “For humans, needs are, in significant measure, culturally 

shaped” (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006, p. 199).  Human beings live in a world of objects.  

Objective reality is not found only in material objects, but also in properties that may be 

socially and culturally defined, as well, such as successful course completion.  Activity 

theory distinguishes between internal and external activities, neither of which can be: 

...analyzed separately..., because they transform into each other....Internalization 

provides a means for people to try potential interactions with reality without 

performing actual manipulation with real objects (mental simulations, imaginings, 

considering alternative plans, etc.) (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 1997, Internalization/ 

externalization, para. 1). 

Externalization is necessary for people to coordinate their activities (Kaptelinin & 

Nardi, 2006; Kaptelinin & Nardi, 1997).  This is the point at which “internal mental 

activity materializes into artifacts,” an “object” or “objectification” (Fjeld, Lauche, 

Bichsel, Voorhorst, Krueger, & Rauterberg, 2002, p. 155) which may be a “tool” of some 

kind. 

There are three basic mediations:  (a) tools/artifacts that mediate the relationship 

between a subject and object, (b) rules that mediate the relationship between a subject 
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and the community, and (c) roles/division-of-labor, that mediates the relationship 

between the community and the object (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006).   

A. N. Leont’ev drew on Engel’s theory of labor, which begins with tool-making 

(Engestrӧm & Miettinen, 1999).  He also followed Vygotskian theory, whereby tools are 

“a vehicle for transmitting human experience from generation to generation” (Kaptelinin 

& Nardi, 2006, p. 56).  Tools play a role in the formation of concepts in the human mind.  

Tools also play a role in the development of the division of labor through collaborative 

work and “socially distributed activities” (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006, p. 57). 

According to Kaptelinin and Nardi (2006), tools are mediators of human 

experience, because they mediate object-oriented activity.  Tools are used for some 

purposeful activity and, therefore, their use cannot be separated from thought.  A tool’s 

affordances are considered to be the tool’s potential, not only its perceived usage.   

In the instance of computers, a computer system moves beyond tool mediation 

and may be considered an environment.  Thus, by extension, environments may also be 

viewed as mediators (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006).  One example of a computer system 

environment is that of “email.”  Some activity theorists consider email to be “a habitat 

where people spend much of their working time doing all kinds of things, not merely 

performing a single task with a single tool” (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006, p. 255).  

Therefore, some artifacts such as email are not “tools,” because they perform a number of 

tasks.   

When reflecting on the division of labor, Leont’ev concluded that “activity” and 

“action” are two different things.  His classic definition by example is that of a man who 
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takes part in a collective hunt for game.  The man’s role is to beat the brush and frighten 

the game toward awaiting hunters hidden in the brush ahead.  Leont’ev explains that the 

beater’s “activity” is “hunting,” and frightening the game is his “action” (Engestrӧm & 

Miettinen, 1999).  It is similar to the story of the man walking in a forest who came upon 

another man felling a tree.  He asked the man what he was doing, to which the man 

replied, “I’m building a house, but today I am only cutting down a tree.”   

Actions within an activity proceed by a means of progressive steps that may be 

viewed as incremental goals requiring action in order to be met.  According to Engestrӧm 

and Miettinen (1999), activity theory holds some things in common with pragmatism.  

They state that John Dewey perceived goals as being “‘milestones’ in the course of 

activity, not its purpose or ultimate motive” (p. 6).  Thus for Dewey, “milestone” goals 

would not be on the same level as activity theory goals.  Activity theory goals are more 

related to Dewey’s concept of “ultimate motive.”  Dewey’s “milestone” goals would be 

action benchmarks on the way to achieving some “ultimate motive” or “activity” as in 

AT (Engestrӧm & Miettinen, 1999).   

Activity theory development, according to Kaptelinin and Nardi (1997), may 

entail a general research methodology that tracks a program’s history, development, and 

practice.  Thus, activity theory, as applied to the research in this case study, includes 

consideration of the District’s online program’s history, development and practice.  It 

also has the basic mediated activity comprised of:  

• tools that include online program artifacts in a computer environment,  

• a subject (learner),  
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• motivated toward an object (high school graduation, with the intermediary 

goals of successful course completions),  

• which is mediated by the community of practice (District) that exists within an 

external environment of State and federal regulations.   

In addition to learners, other subjects in the activity system include participants, 

such as parents, teachers, and administrators.  The community of practice (COP) as it 

exists in the District, supports learners taking courses in certain ways.  The COP chooses 

which courses may be taken online and which must be taken in a traditional classroom.  

The COP also establishes certain rules and policies, including criteria for completing a 

course successfully for credit, and how that criteria may differ from taking the course in a 

traditional classroom or gymnasium.  There are also State criteria, because the State has 

oversight over all online courses on which State tax dollars are spent. 

Assessment of learners has traditionally been a part of education.  However, 

Vygotsky found that assessments were limited to a child’s current level of performance.  

Assessments could not account for how a child would develop in the future.  Therefore, 

Vygotsky theorized about a zone of proximal development (ZPD) that could account for 

how a child develops their abilities and achievements over time.  Vygotsky suggested that 

development be measured by the distance between an indicator of a learner’s current 

independent abilities and “an indicator of problem solving in a situation in which the 

individual is provided with support from other people” (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006, p. 49).  

Thus, ZPD is related to the metaphor of scaffolding, an important concept frequently 

applied to supporting at-risk students in online courses (Ludwig-Hardman & Dunlap, 
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2003, April).  In this case study, ZPD describes, in part, the relationship between the 

high-school online learner and what they bring to the course, and how, when guided by 

the instructor (as mediated by a tools such as online course digital artifacts), the learner is 

able to benefit from the more intellectually developed adult.  The “learner actively 

constructs meaning within a cultural-historical context” (Barab, et al., 2004, p. 201). 

Activity theory is useful for describing students, teachers, and others in a 

secondary online program as they participate in an activity system and, therefore, is one 

conceptual base supporting the research in this case study.  It provided the framework for 

research design and a means for organizing an analysis of the various components of the 

educational online program in this case study.  Activity theory can also incorporate 

motivational theory when it comes to understanding subjects’ purposeful choice of goal 

objectives. 

Motivational theory, self-regulation, and self-efficacy. 

Roblyer et al. (2007, April 11) state that “past studies of learning in traditional 

environments found that cognitive styles and self-efficacy were frequent predictors of 

success for post-secondary students” (p. 4).  DeTure (2004) sought to test post-secondary 

students in six general education online courses on two personal characteristics, cognitive 

styles and self-efficacy.  She used one instrument to measure cognitive styles with regard 

to either independent or dependent use of a computer, and she used the Online 

Technologies Self-Efficacy Scale to measure student confidence levels regarding 

computer skills needed for an online course.  DeTure concluded that the two instruments 

were not good predictors of course grade. 
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According to Wang and Newlin (2002, May), self-efficacy is a “situation 

specific” learner characteristic, meaning that it refers “to those behaviors and beliefs that 

are not generalized, but are associated with a particular activity or environment” (p. 4).  

They report that self-efficacy has been a stronger predictor of online student success than 

global traits such as age or gender.  Wang and Newlin (2002, May) state that self-efficacy 

is task- or situation-specific, because a person may have a higher level of confidence that 

they can perform well in one task, but not in another. 

A number of online studies have analyzed the role of self-efficacy in online 

student success.  Roblyer et al.’s (2007) predictive factor of “achievement beliefs” is 

related to the concept of “self-efficacy.”  Whipp and Chiarelli’s (2004) case study looked 

at self-efficacy beliefs held by graduate students.  Psychologist and cognitive theorist 

Albert Bandura (1994) defined self-efficacy as follows: 

Perceived self-efficacy is defined as people's beliefs about their capabilities to 

produce designated levels of performance that exercise influence over events that 

affect their lives.  Self-efficacy beliefs determine how people feel, think, motivate 

themselves and behave.  Such beliefs produce these diverse effects through four 

major processes.  They include cognitive, motivational, affective and selection 

processes.... People with high assurance in their capabilities approach difficult 

tasks as challenges to be mastered rather than as threats to be avoided. Such an 

efficacious outlook fosters intrinsic interest and deep engrossment in activities. 

They set themselves challenging goals and maintain strong commitment to them. 
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According to Schunk and Pajares (2005), “how people behave can often be better 

predicted by the beliefs they hold about their capabilities than by what they are actually 

capable of accomplishing, for these self-efficacy perceptions help determine what 

individuals do with the knowledge and skills they have” (p. 86).  They add that self-

efficacy is both “a personal and a social construct.”  People can have confidence in their 

community of practice to accomplish certain goals (Schunk &Pajares, 2005, p. 86). 

A number of studies have linked self-regulation and organization to online course 

success.  Roblyer et al. (2007) linked “organization” with “achievement beliefs” to form 

one of their factors.  They also labeled “personal responsibility” as another of their 

factors (p. 7).   

Various other studies have found that the personal characteristics of 

self-regulation and organization are associated with online course success.  Waschull 

(2005) developed an online, pre-course questionnaire that was given to two introductory 

psychology courses and one human growth and development course.  She tested them on 

seven personal characteristics.  Waschull concluded that “Only self-discipline/motivation 

significantly correlated” with various course assessments given.  She expressed interest in 

the fact that “access to technology and technology experience” had less to do with 

“online course performance” than did self-discipline (p. 192). 

Whipp and Chiarelli (2004) conducted a case study using a “social cognitive 

model of self-regulated learning (SRL).”  They state that “Social cognitive models of 

SRL suggest that individual enactment of SRL behaviors in all phases of the learning 

process depends greatly on one’s self-efficacy beliefs” (p. 16). 
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Whipp and Chiarelli (2004) used a social cognitive framework to study the coping 

strategies of six graduate students who were intent on completing a task.  They 

emphasized the need to investigate “the processes that successful students use to plan, 

organize, monitor, and evaluate their work in Web-based environments and to manage 

unique motivational and social demands” (p. 19). 

Distance Education Studies 

Roblyer, Davis, Mills, Marshall, and Pape (2008, April) report that distance 

education research has recently been focusing on the causes of student failure in K-12 

online learning courses, and how to prevent them and promote greater online student 

success.  They report two lines of research:  (a) studies of learner characteristics and 

(b) studies of learning environment characteristics.  Both lines of research are interested 

in predictive measures and models for identifying characteristics likely to lead to success 

or failure. 

Indicators of success. 

Online course success begins with what is variously referred to as “course 

retention” or “persistence.”  It is the opposite of “attrition,” “course withdrawal” or 

“dropout” rate.  Different studies have chronicled a number of factors as predictors of 

success or failure.  They may be categorized in various ways, having to do with such 

factors as course design and student characteristics.  Among studies that look specifically 

at student characteristics, the following factors have been studied:  (a) the global traits of 

locus of control, age, and gender, (b) self-efficacy, (c) grade-point-average (GPA), and 
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(d) technology skills.  In addition, pre-course web-based predictive surveys of online 

students have been used as possible predictors of online course success. 

Student characteristics studied have often been those that are considered to be 

“global traits.”  Wang and Newlin (2002, May) define global traits as those 

characteristics that “are relatively enduring and stable across time and various learning 

environments” (p. 3).  In 2002, they reported that research up until that point in time 

reported limited results.  Only the global trait factor “locus of control” was proving to 

have even a moderately predictive quality in online learning.  Locus of control, according 

to Roblyer and Marshall (2002-2003) is defined as “a cognitive trait described as belief in 

one’s control over academic and other outcomes” (p. 242).  Locus of control can be either 

external or internal.  A student may hold that belief that either external circumstances will 

determine an outcome, or the belief that they have control over their own outcomes 

(Roblyer & Marshall, 2002-2003). 

At both the secondary and post-secondary levels, studies are in disagreement 

regarding whether or not age is a predictive factor.  When it comes to post-secondary 

online students, Wang and Newlin (2002, May) found that age was not a significant 

factor, while Cummings (2009) study of community college online students found that 

age was a factor in student success.  At the secondary level, Schramm (2005-2006, Fall-

Spring) found that grade-level in school was a factor in student success, while Roblyer 

and Marshall (2002-2003) found that it was not a factor.   

Wojciechowski and Palmer (2005, Summer), like Roblyer et al. (2007), found that 

online student GPAs were a predictor of course success.  This case study did not access 
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the District’s archival data of online student GPAs due to the large number of student 

records that would have to be individually accessed and analyzed.  In addition, students 

declined to take the researcher’s survey which would have asked students to self-report 

their GPAs. 

Many of the predictive models developed to predict online course success have 

focused upon the need for students to have a sufficient array of technology skills and to 

be tech savvy (Wang & Newlin, 2002, May).  However, in recent years, studies are 

finding that instrument items intended to measure technology skills are not significant in 

predicting online course success (Liu, 2007).  In their book, Born Digital:  

Understanding the First Generation of Digital Natives, Palfrey and Gasser (2008) 

describe four levels of digital expertise: 

1. digital natives—those born after 1980 who were born in it.  “They all have 

access to networked digital technologies[;]...they all have the skills to use 

those technologies....Major aspects of their lives...are mediated by 

technologies.  And they’ve never known any other way of life” (p. 1-2). 

2. digital immigrants—those who had to learn it, 

3. digital settlers—those who shaped it, and 

4. digital aliens and Ludites. 

Today’s secondary online students are digital natives, most of whom have had a 

significant amount of time spent working on computers.  Therefore, while earlier studies 

found the presence of computer skills important to successful online course completion, 
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with digital natives, and even digital immigrants, such survey items intended to be 

predictors of online course success or failure are becoming less and less significant. 

The student antecedent characteristic of self-discipline has been gaining in 

preeminence over the technological component of a student having computer access.  The 

prevalence of learners’ basic familiarity with technology and the growing percentage of 

homes with computers may be the reason Waschull (2005) said, “[I]t is interesting ... that 

factors such as access to technology and technology experience did not relate to online 

course performance but self-discipline did” (p. 192). 

In early years of online programs, it was common practice to provide students 

with information or a survey to determine whether or not they were a good candidate for 

taking an online course (Wang & Newlin, 2002, May).  Today, however, Roblyer and 

Davis (2008, Winter) are stressing the importance of not discouraging students from 

taking online courses, given their increasing importance, but rather to support the at-risk 

student so they may be successful in an online course. 

A number of online programs, both secondary and post-secondary, use web-based 

surveys that are intended to provide students and others with feedback regarding whether 

or not a student should attempt taking an online course, or whether they should first 

increase relevant skills (Richard Milburn High School). 

The Michigan Community College Association has a webpage (Michigan 

Community College Association) entitled:  “Is Online Learning Right for Me?”  Its 

interactive survey for students has four sections under its 1999 to 2009 copyright: 

• Your learning environment. 
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• Your life skills. 

• Your course expectations. 

• You and the technology. 

There are dozens of such online surveys and web-pages across the nation using 

the title:  “Is Online Learning Right for Me?” or a very similar title.  All of them provide 

a wide variety of questions.  All surveys appear to be for student feedback purposes only.  

It is not known where the first survey began, nor if any reliability or validity testing has 

been performed on any of them. 

Hall (2008, Fall) combined two such surveys into one survey instrument:  (a) “Is 

Online Learning Right for Me?” and (b) “What Technical Skills Do I Need?”  He 

presented the survey to 301 community college students enrolled in four different 

courses.  He found no significant difference in survey results between students who 

withdrew from their courses and those who received a final grade.  The survey accounted 

for only eight percent of student grade variances.  The most significant indicator of final 

grade was the course in which a student enrolled. 

Maki and Maki (2003) concluded in their study that “commonly-used readiness 

questionnaires may not be useful in selecting students who will do well in and be 

satisfied with technology-mediated courses” (p. 197). 

It may be that computer access is assumed to be essential to students enrolled in 

online courses.  A recent Pew Research Center poll indicated that 50 percent of people in 

2009 considered a home computer to be a necessity, and 31 percent considered 

“high-speed Internet” to be a necessity (Morin & Taylor, 2009).  However, for those 
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without a home computer, taking an online learning course may be challenging.  Two 

studies asked secondary online students whether or not they had access to a home 

computer and the Internet:  The Roblyer and Marshall’s study (2002-2003) and the 

Roblyer et al. (2007) study.  In addition, the question has been similarly asked by a 

variety of online programs that have used various versions of the pre-course web-based 

survey, “Is Online Learning Right For Me?” 

Supporting online learning students. 

There are numerous ways in which online learning programs can support students.  

Even as self-efficacy can apply to the self-efficacy of communities of practice, Whipp 

and Chiarelli (2004) reported on the environmental influences, or the “social” 

component, of self-regulated learning (SRL).  Five out of six of the graduate students 

they studied “mentioned the importance of helpful and positive feedback from the 

instructor” (p. 17). 

Two ways in which online learning programs can provide support to students are 

by means of (a) orientation sessions, and (b) offering blended or hybrid courses where a 

teacher or facilitator is present to assist students.  For the purposes of this study, the 

words “hybrid” and “blended” may be used interchangeably, as they are in the recent 

Sloan Consortium study (Allen,  Seaman, & Garrett, 2007, March, p. 5).  

A number of authors of anecdotal articles and online studies have recommended 

that online programs at both the secondary and post-secondary levels conduct orientation 

sessions for students registering for online courses (Hall, 2008; Hoover, 2009, September 

27; Ludwig-Hardman & Dunlap, 2003, April; Roblyer & Marshall, 2002-2003; 
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Wojciechowski & Palmer, 2005, Summer).  According to Wojciechowski and Palmer 

(2005) student attendance at an orientation is an independent variable predictor of 

success.  They found that students who attended an orientation session were more likely 

to succeed in an online course, as did Roblyer and Marshall (2002-2003), who referred to 

it as a “special precourse ‘support module’ to reinforce concepts, such as the need to take 

responsibility and structure their own time” (p. 253). 

 “Blended” and “hybrid” are terms used interchangeably in the literature on 

computer-mediated courses that have a face-to-face component, either at all times or at 

scheduled times.  According to Joseph (2005, February), hybrid courses “take advantage 

of the best aspects of the face-to-face and online environments.”   In addition, “the hybrid 

design allow[s] the course to be tailored to each person’s needs....” (p. 3).  Other studies 

have also found hybrid courses facilitate more student interaction with the instructor 

(Riffell & Sibley, 2003, p. 394). 

Supporting at-risk students. 

The term “at-risk” came into parlance in 1983 with the publication of the report:  

A Nation at Risk (U.S. Department of Education).  The term refers to a student who 

shows indication of unsatisfactory academic performance.  For online at-risk students, 

Wang and Newlin (2002, May) report that analyzing transcripts of online chat-room 

exchange may reveal which students are likely to be at-risk and needing additional 

support in order to be successful.  At-risk students are those who are likely to be “quiet or 

nonresponsive” (p. 8).  However, Beaudoin (2002, May), writing at the same time, found 

that the “invisible” online student was not necessarily an at-risk student. 



Running head:  CASE STUDY OF A SCHOOL DISTRICT’S ONLINE PROGRAM 68 

 

 

At the secondary education level, the term “at-risk student” is one of legal 

significance.  It refers to a student who is performing in an unsatisfactory manner 

academically in one way or another and includes students who have a higher than average 

probability of dropping out of school.  State statutes may vary in their criteria for defining 

at-risk students, but according to U.S. law, at-risk students and special education students 

are recognized as constituting separate categories.  Special education student services are 

covered under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).  However, some 

students may qualify for federal funding for both at-risk student services and special 

education student services (State of Kansas, 2009). 

In the rare instance of actual studies of online secondary students, Roblyer and her 

associates engineered two studies of online secondary students, using a questionnaire 

they created, the Educational Success Prediction Instrument (ESPRI).  The ESPRI was 

intended to predict which online secondary students were likely to pass, and which were 

likely to fail their online courses.  The first study had a small number of students, 94 

participants in 13 high schools, taking online courses through the Concord Consortium’s 

Virtual High School Project.  The second study modified the ESPRI to ESPRI-V2 and 

attempted to predict the pass/fail outcome for over 2,000 students in the Consortium who 

had both completed the questionnaire and could be linked to a course grade or outcome. 

In the first study, Roblyer and Marshall (2002-2003) created the Educational 

Success Prediction Instrument (ESPRI), an online 70-item questionnaire intended to 

distinguish between successful and unsuccessful online secondary students.  They hoped 

it would indicate which students interested in taking an online course needed more 
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support in order to be successful.  They reported that their questionnaire showed students 

differing on the following factors that could be helped with counseling:  “achievement 

beliefs, responsibility, self-organization ability, and technology skill/access” (p. 252).  

They reported finding internal reliability in their instrument with the 70 items categorized 

on these four factors using repeated measurements.  They recommended that students be 

provided with pre-course counseling or support unit to reinforce the need for students in 

self-organization strategies.  They also recommended blended courses that would provide 

in-school computer time with face-to-face instruction.  The latter recommendation was 

hoped to address the inequity evident in online programs at the time, because they were 

dominated by white students.  It was thought that minorities were less likely to have 

computers at home, and therefore to be at a disadvantage.  Roblyer and Marshall (2002-

2003) thought blended courses held during school hours could help address this issue.   

Indeed, equity in access to online courses is an important issue today.  There is 

one trend that could lead to inequity and to reduced opportunity for some students to 

participate in secondary online courses, and that is the trend toward charging secondary 

students to take online courses.  In 2006, both Michigan and Tennessee Virtual High 

Schools were charging for their online courses.  Tennessee was charging $400 a credit 

(Roblyer, Currie, & Dickson, 2006, August 23).  Given the large number of students 

receiving free- or reduced-lunches who take online courses (Watson & Ryan, 2007), there 

is the likelihood that such students would not be able to pay for an online course.  Thus, 

the issue of equity in secondary online course programs could arise that would have 

societal consequences both now and in the future, because taking online courses is 
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considered important for learning 21st Century Skills (Roblyer et al., 2006, August 23; 

Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2006, March).  The District in this case study did not 

charge in-State students to take its courses. 

In spring 2006, Roblyer et al. (2007, April 11) conducted a second, larger study of 

over 2,000 secondary online students.  The original ESPRI had been modified to become 

the ESPRI-V2.  Roblyer et al. (2007, April 11) reported that the “virtual schools 

movement [had] become one of the fastest-growing international trends in education...” 

and that “the problem of high school dropout and failure rates in virtual schooling...is 

prevalent” (p. 3).  They concluded that the best predictors of success included:  (a) prior 

student achievement in the form of a student’s self-reported grade-point average (GPA), 

(b) learning conditions such as having a computer at home, and (c) having time in school 

in which to work on their online course.  They concluded that these were better predictors 

of student online-course success than the ESPRI-V2.  However, adding the ESPRI-V2 

instrument into the list of factors, they said, did improve the ability to predict online 

student success.  Roblyer et al. (2007, April 11) conducted a factor analysis on 20 items 

in ESPRI-V2 that “loaded on four factors of student characteristics:  use of technology, 

organization and achievement beliefs, risk-taking, and personal responsibility” (p. 7).  

They concluded that these personal characteristics added to a predictive model that 

included self-reported GPA. 

While both the ESPRI and ESPRI-V2 instruments proved to have internal 

reliability, they were superseded in their predictive ability by previous student course 

performance in the form of a self-reported GPA.  The primarily white student 
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demographics in both studies make the generalizability of the instrument uncertain and 

not yet validated.  Nevertheless, Roblyer and Davis (2008, Winter) consider the 

importance of having a good predictive model for identifying at-risk online learners to be 

of increasing urgency. 

Roblyer et al. (2007, April 11) emphasized that it is not only important to 

“identify students who are likely to have problems with online learning, but also [to] find 

ways to structure environments that support and promote effective online learning” (p. 9).  

They stressed that such support is important in providing equity through the expansion of 

“access to as many students as possible, rather than widening even further an already 

worrisome digital divide” (p. 9). 

Roblyer and Davis (2008, Winter) suggested ways in which their predictive model 

could be put into practice.  They recommended that an electronic version of the 

Probability of Passing model be made available, perhaps on a website.  Added support 

should then be provided to students below a certain threshold, to be determined by the 

online program.  According to Roblyer and Davis (2008, Winter) students with a low 

score were likely to lack self-organization skills and online self-efficacy.  They 

recommended that the lack of these skills be addressed, perhaps in a pre-course 

orientation. 

Roblyer and Davis (2008, Winter) stated that it is easier to predict which students 

will succeed than it is to predict which students are not likely to pass an online course.  

They further state that the findings from their spring 2006 study may not be generalizable 

to other student populations, because the population in their study was 77 percent 
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Caucasian and had low dropout-failure rates.  Furthermore, the 2,162 students who made 

up that population constituted only 53 percent of the students who took the ESPRI-V2 

survey and completed the demographic data, for which they received an incentive of 

10 extra-credit points for their online course.   

Summary 

The background literature reviewed for this case study includes the following 

categories:  (a) the history of distance education, (b) two theoretical perspectives for the 

research, and (c) distance education studies. 

Given the relatively short history of online courses, which account for less than 

two decades, the history of distance education, in general, becomes all the more 

important.  Distance education in the past, beginning with correspondence education in 

1728 in the United States, grew in numbers.  However, it was often criticized for its high 

dropout rates (Noble, 1999, November).  With the advent of new computer technology 

and the Internet, correspondence courses have almost entirely been replaced with online 

courses that are now being similarly criticized for higher dropout rates than those found 

in traditional, face-to-face classrooms (Roblyer et al., 2007, April 11).  Nevertheless, 

online courses, because they solve problems of time and place, have exploded in number 

at both the secondary and post-secondary levels.  At the secondary level, home-schoolers 

are increasing in number and swelling the ranks of K-12 online students. 

This case study used both Vygotskian activity theory (AT) and motivational 

self-efficacy theory in its conceptual framework.  AT provides a model for understanding 

and describing online secondary students within their social/cognitive milieu, which is 
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very different from the social/cognitive environment of adult learners at the 

post-secondary level.  As a theory, AT can describe the District as a community of 

practice.  The zone of proximal development is part of activity theory that supports the 

metaphor of scaffolding.  Scaffolding, in turn, is a key strategy of online programs to 

support at-risk students.  In this regard, the literature recommends a number of supportive 

techniques, including pre-course orientations, hybrid face-to-face components, and 

in-school online-course time.  

Because there are very few studies of secondary online students, adult studies 

were referenced in an attempt to possibly understand factors that might be associated 

with online secondary students as well.  Adult studies have analyzed online learners 

through the lens of motivational theory, learner characteristics, and self-efficacy in 

particular.   

Recent studies have been working toward a means of predicting online student 

course outcomes with mixed and limited success.  Internal locus of control has been one 

global trait with moderate predictive capability.  Age has produced mixed results, and 

may not be generalizeably worth pursuing further.  Wang and Newlin (2002, May) report 

that self-efficacy has been a stronger predictor of online student success than global traits 

such as age or gender.  In two studies, student GPAs were found to be strong predictors 

of online course success.  Surveying online student technology skills appears to have 

diminishing predictability as today’s learners at all levels are becoming more 

technologically savvy.  A number of online programs have pre-course web-based 

course-readiness surveys.  Studies seem to indicate that they are not good predictors of 
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online course success.  In one such study, Hall (2008, Fall) found that the most 

significant indicator of final grade was the course in which a student enrolled.   

In the rare instance of online secondary student studies, Roblyer and her 

associates conducted two studies of online secondary students, using a questionnaire they 

created, the Educational Success Prediction Instrument (ESPRI).  The ESPRI was 

intended to predict which online secondary students were likely to pass, and which were 

likely to fail their online courses.  While both the ESPRI and its modified instrument, the 

ESPRI-V2, proved to have internal reliability, they were superseded in their predictive 

ability by previous student course performance in the form of a self-reported GPA.  The 

primarily white student demographics in both studies make the generalizability of the 

instrument uncertain and not yet validated in other secondary student environments.  On 

the other hand, the District in this case study is very diverse, and thus more representative 

of the secondary students taking online courses today.  This case study used a District 

pre-course student survey to create predictive factors that could be part of a predictive 

model. 

Background literature recommended two ways to support online learners:  

Through the use of pre-course orientation sessions and through a hybrid course format. 
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Chapter 3:  Methodology 

This was a mixed-methods case study undertaken by an etic, non-participant 

researcher, seeking to learn about the phenomenon of a large Midwestern, inner-city 

public school district’s online program for students from the perspective of its various 

participants.  The researcher had never taught an online course, neither in the District nor 

elsewhere.   

This case study sought to collect both quantitative and qualitative data.  The study 

used quantitative District archival data from the online program’s pre-course web-based 

survey of students that were then matched to the students’ online quarter-length course 

grades.  The student responses to the online survey questions constituted independent 

variables and students’ completed-course outcomes of pass or fail constituted the 

dependent variables.  In other analyses, student course-title selections, and student 

characteristics of gender, year-in-school, and ethnicity were also used as independent 

variables.  Again, completed-course outcomes of pass or fail constituted the dependent 

variables. 

Face-to-face interviews of 23 District staff yielded qualitative data to provide a 

historical background for the online program, support for the quantitative case study 

findings, and help answering the research questions.  The researcher-constructed 

questionnaires in Appendix E guided the 23 interviews that were audio-taped and 

transcribed.  The questions were prompts for open-ended responses that resulted in 

analysis for themes based on the research questions.  In addition, there was one workshop 

that was audio-taped and transcribed, and 16 less formal face-to-face, telephone, and 
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emailed queries of individual staff for the purpose of clarifying various aspects of the 

District’s online program. 

Quantitative Methodology 

Originally, this case study intended to obtain quantitative data from the District’s 

archival online-course data and from researcher-created questionnaires for querying 

online-program stakeholders.  However, after time was spent constructing a parent 

contact database, calling parents for permission to query their minor online student, and 

meeting with a limited response of less than two percent, it was decided to replace the 

researcher-created student questionnaires with the District’s own student online pre-

course survey data.  This led to a different quantitative analysis from that originally 

planned.  The District’s required online survey succinctly covered a number of the 

questions included in the researcher-created student questionnaire, therefore, it seemed to 

be an acceptable alternative.   

District archival data. 

This case study was discussed, planned, proposed, and eventually approved over 

the period of several years.  It was originally agreed that the researcher would access 

archival data on online courses and students going back to the program’s pilot in summer 

2002, and continue up until the time in which the study was concluded.  It was estimated 

that this would include approximately 400 to 500 students; however, in summer 2005, the 

District’s online program received national attention in a New York Times article that 

highlighted the District’s online physical education courses (Dillon, 2005, August 2).  

The national publicity added to the program’s growth (Interviewee E, audio-taped 
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interview, March 28, 2008; Interviewee L, audio-taped interview, March 18, 2008).  By 

the time this case study had been approved by all parties, the District’s online program in 

school year 2007-2008 had more than 850 students representing over 2,000 online course 

registrations across four quarters of the school year.  Therefore, it was decided to restrict 

the research to school year 2007-2008. 

District’s online pre-course survey. 

This case study analyzed the quantitative data in the District’s archived online 

program’s pre-course survey database for school year 2007-2008.  The 20-question 

survey may be viewed in Appendix B.  The District required all online students to take 

the pre-course survey as part of an orientation process held at the start of all four quarters 

during the school year, and another orientation session prior to the start of summer 

school.  Students under the age of 18 were expected to attend with their parents, because 

they needed a parent’s signature to register for online courses.   

The District’s online survey covered academic study habits and work habits; 

willingness to commit time to an online course; access to a computer, the Internet, and 

necessary software; and general comfort level with computer technology and skills.  The 

first 10 Likert-scale items were relevant to background literature that found self-efficacy 

motivation to be a moderate predictor of online course success.  Therefore, it was decided 

that data in the District’s student survey would be the best available alternative to the 

researcher’s student questionnaire; however, the District’s survey did not provide 

demographic data nor self-reported GPA information. 
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History of the survey:  “Is Online Learning Right for Me?” 

The District’s survey, called “Is Online Learning Right for Me?” was a survey the 

District used for over six years with permission from the Colorado Online Learning 

(COL) program.  In 2009, however, there were more than 700 surveys and websites with 

the same name—or closely similar name—used by various secondary and post-secondary 

online programs across the United States.  Sometimes the survey appeared on the website 

of an individual online instructor.   

No historical information could be found regarding the validity or reliability of 

these instruments, either in whole or in part.  (Technical data for this instrument are 

presented later in this chapter.)  Because online programs did not collect the data from 

this instrument, it was not possible for them to review the responses from their own 

students.  Therefore, it was impossible to know what, if any, validity or reliability existed 

in the wide variety of surveys all using this or similar names.  It was also impossible to 

know their predictive possibilities in identifying potentially at-risk students in order to 

provide them with additional support.  It was further impossible to know whether or not 

students benefited from receiving the boilerplate feedback provided when students added 

up their scores to see if “Online Learning Is Right for Them.” 

Colorado Online Learning (COL) used their survey, “Is Online Learning Right for 

Me?” but provided only online feedback to students.  It did not have a means for data to 

be submitted online.  COL’s website stated that: 

If you haven't taken an online course before, it is a good idea to take the "Is 

Online Learning Right for Me?" survey.  This survey is just to help you gauge 

http://www.col.k12.co.us/students/onlinelearningsurvey.pdf�
http://www.col.k12.co.us/students/onlinelearningsurvey.pdf�
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whether you are a good candidate for online learning.  It is for your personal 

information only (Colorado Online Learning, 2009). 

The student feedback from the survey, for both Colorado Online Learning and the 

District, tried to assess the appropriateness of the responding students taking an online 

course.  Both schools invited students taking the online survey to print out a copy for 

themselves upon completion.   

In the survey, “Is Online Learning Right for Me?” the first 10 Likert-scale 

questions were said to measure personal attitudes.  Both schools suggested that if a 

student scored less than 35 points “an online course may not be right” for the student.  

However, Colorado Online Learning went one step further than the District, stating that, 

if a student scored below 25 points, they should not take an online course.  COL’s survey 

website said that: 

Attitudes cannot be learned or changed easily so an assortment of low scores 

should be a concern for a potential online student.  If you scored less than 

35 points then an online course may not be right for you.  If you scored less than 

25 points you should not take an online course (Colorado Online Learning, 2009). 

In the survey, “Is Online Learning Right for Me?” questions 11 through 20 were 

yes/no binary items related to technology skills.  Both schools suggested that more than 

four “ones”—or “no’s”—indicated that the student may need to gain better Internet 

access or develop better technology skills.  Colorado Online Learning’s website stated, 

regarding its technology skills score: 
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Technology skills can be learned so “low” scores on these statements should not 

cause too much concern.  However, if you scored a 1 on more than 4 items, you 

need to either get better access to the Internet and/or you need to find someone to 

help you improve your technology skills before you start the online class 

(Colorado Online Learning, 2009). 

After a review of “Is Online Learning Right for Me?” surveys on the Internet, the 

District may be the only institution to collect data submissions from students thinking 

about registering for an online course.  Unlike Colorado Online Learning’s survey and 

any number of surveys by this name on the Internet, the District in this case study 

permitted students to submit their responses online, as well as giving them immediate 

online feedback.  The student responses were recorded in a database.  Although these 

data were collected and archived, they were not automatically sent to a student’s online 

instructor nor to anyone else (Interviewee G, personal communication, January 11, 2009; 

Interviewee K, personal communication, March 8, 2009).  Given staff time-constraints, 

there reportedly was little if any use made of these data by District staff (Interviewee G, 

personal communication, January 11, 2009; Interviewee K, personal communication, 

March 8, 2009).  As with other online programs, the District’s online survey was 

primarily meant to provide feedback to a student, in order for them to decide whether or 

not they were prepared to take an online course, and if not, what they might do to prepare 

themselves. 
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Technical description of the survey “Is Online Learning Right for Me?” 

Neither the District nor Colorado Online Learning reported having analyzed the 

student response data to the questionnaire they were both using.  Therefore, the 

researcher analyzed the data provided by the District for students who took the 

questionnaire during school year 2007-2008. 

A Cronbach alpha test was run on the 10 Likert-scale items.  They had an overall 

α = .832.  The final 10 non-homogenous questions were binary questions with “yes” or 

“no” responses.  A Cronbach reliability test on them yielded only α = .372.  Questions 11 

and 14 both had alpha’s greater than the overall .372.   

Student sample. 

Each student registering for a District online course was “required” to attend an 

orientation session and complete the District’s pre-course online survey, “Is Online 

Learning Right for Me?”  However, many did neither.  Students who did not attend an 

orientation session, for whatever reason, were particularly unlikely to complete the 

pre-course survey.   

Student registrations for online courses occurred in a variety of ways.  The 

majority of students attended a required online course orientation and registered there, 

where most completed the online survey.  However, some students, especially those who 

were 18 and over and did not need parental permission, were able to register directly 

through the District’s Moodle system, and thus never attended an orientation session nor 

completed the pre-course survey.  Still other students, such as those who were 

hospitalized, home-bound, or incarcerated, sometimes took the District’s online courses, 
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but were unable to attend an orientation.  They registered through various other channels 

that sometimes included receiving help from a student’s parole officer or social worker 

working with an online program staff person to register the student.  

From its first school year of operation in 2003-2004 until the time of this case 

study in school year 2007-2008, the District’s online program struggled to keep accurate 

records with regard to student registrations, enrollments, early withdrawals, and dropouts.  

This affected the student sample in this case study.  There were a number of reasons for 

the online program’s recordkeeping difficulties, including: (a) reduction in clerical staff, 

(b) multiple database systems, and (c) open enrollment policies which made the status of 

highly mobile students uncertain.  As a result of the various problems, the withdrawal and 

dropout rate data for online students enrolled in online courses in the District in school 

year 2007-2008 were not available for this case study. 

Reduction in clerical staff meant that the online program was only able to have a 

part-time clerical position in school year 2007-2008.  As a result, the position became a 

revolving door as staff sought positions within the District that offered more hours 

(Interviewee AG, personal communication, November 18, 2009).   

In school year 2007-2008, there were two database systems being used by the 

online program.  Teachers were encouraged to use the Moodle database because of the 

interactivity it provided students and staff, but the District needed student registrations 

and grades recorded in the official transcript database required by the State (Interviewee 

AG, personal communication, November 18, 2009).  One online administrator stated that 

the data used by the researcher came from the official transcript database and, therefore, 
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was the most complete data with regard to online course registrations for school year 

2007-2008 (Interviewee K, personal communication, October 15, 2009).  There were 

other students in school year 2007-2008 who registered for online courses using Moodle 

who then dropped their online course, perhaps early, but there would never have been a 

record of their having registered or dropped the course, because their registration data 

would never have been recorded in the State-required transcript database (Interviewee K, 

personal communication, October 15, 2009).   

In addition to the online program’s difficulty with tracking students in two 

different databases, the State’s open enrollment policy and the District’s highly mobile 

student population also made it difficult to track online students as they entered and left 

the District.  In school year 2007-2008, the District could not account for what had 

happened to 12-13 percent of students who had been ninth graders in fall 2004.  They had 

been lost to the system and their location and status was unknown (State website, 

[District’s] “Four-Year” and “Five-Year Graduation Rate,” p. 1). 

Data sources. 

With the decision to substitute the archived data from the District’s own online 

student pre-course survey in place of the researcher’s questionnaires, an entirely new 

database needed to be constructed.  The parent contact database constructed earlier was 

no longer useful.  The new database was begun by obtaining the online program’s 

database of student responses to their pre-course online survey and by linking them to 

online course grades that, in stances of “A” through “F” grades, had been converted by 

the researcher into either “pass” or “fail.” 
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The researcher also needed to request data from online program staff.  They 

provided the researcher with an Excel file of 1,341 student responses to the online 

program’s 20-question pre-course student survey.  It spanned the dates between 

September 1, 2007, and April 15, 2008.  The online program also provided databases for 

each quarter of final online course grades.  Database files for each of four quarters were 

in a different format.   

While final online course grades had always been entered into the official District 

transcript database, the year in which this case study took place was the first year in 

which online course registrations began to be entered into the much larger District 

whole-student database.  The online program needed to adjust to this lengthy process for 

the online program’s part-time clerical staff.  The task extended well into each quarter; 

thus, student online registration data early in the quarter were sometimes incomplete, 

because students were still being entered into the system.   

This change in data processing caused some of the files given to the researcher 

from the transcript database to be difficult for data interpretation, because although a 

number of courses were listed for particular students, there were no final grades posted 

for them.  Therefore, it was not clear whether a student had dropped a course early before 

beginning it or later in the quarter.  It was not clear whether a student had formally 

withdrawn from the online course or if they had been given extended time in which to 

complete it.  While files given to the researcher for Quarters 1, 3, and 4 contained some 

courses for which there were no final course grades entered, the Quarter 2 grade file had 
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no trace of this information remaining; it only reported courses that had received a final 

course grade.   

Because it was not possible to adequately interpret the data for courses without a 

course grade, these data were not included in the researcher’s database. 

Overall, there was no way of knowing how many students in school year 2007-

2008 fell by the way side soon after registering, who never attempted to make a formal 

withdrawal after changing their mind about taking an online course.  There was no way 

of knowing how many students dropped out along the way.  However, most students who 

made an initial effort to begin their online courses were coaxed along by their online 

instructors if they lagged behind, as is required by State law for certified online providers, 

in an attempt to minimize the dropout rate in online programs.  

The researcher merged the information from various District and online program 

databases into the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) database that was 

created.  The SPSS database was comprised from three District archival sources:  

(a) online instructor files of course titles, student course grades, and quarter in which they 

were earned; (b) the online program’s database of student online pre-course surveys; and 

(c) other District archival data culled from District school site databases.   

Database. 

The core database began with 537 unique students who registered in 1,282 online 

courses that could be linked to both a District online survey and a final course grade for 

at least one quarter in school year 2007-2008.  Another 317 unique students were added 

to the SPSS database who had taken and completed another 713 courses; however, they 



Running head:  CASE STUDY OF A SCHOOL DISTRICT’S ONLINE PROGRAM 86 

 

 

had not completed a pre-course survey.  These 854 unique students comprised the core 

database.  Table 1 indicates the number of online quarter-length course registrations and 

number of unique students included in the study. 

Table 1 

Frequency of Students Completing Quarter-Length Courses in School Year 2007-2008 

Course Registrations  
in All 4 Quarters 

School Year 2007-2008 

Frequency 
of Quarter-

Length 
Course 

Registrations 

 
Percent 

of 
Registrations 

Frequency 
Unique 

Students 

 
Percent 

of 
Unique 

Students 

Course Grade  
       + Survey Data Link 1,282 64.3 537 62.9 

Course Grade  
       with No Survey Data Link 713 35.7 317 37.1 

Totals 1,995 100% 854 100% 

Known School Name Data  
(Table 14 and Table 15) 1,907 95.6 827 96.8 
Known Ethnicity Data  
(Table 18 and Table 19) 1,893 94.9 820 96.0 
Known Year In School Data  
(Table 21 and Table 22) 1,891 94.8 827 96.8 

 
The 854 unique students were each linked to their first completed online course.  

The 537 students who completed a pre-course web-based survey were also linked to the 

first survey that they had completed.  A second database was created and used for 

frequency purposes only.  It contained all 1,995 courses that had been completed by the 

854 unique students in school year 2007-2008.   
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As stated above, students for whom there was no final course grade were left out 

of both SPSS databases.  They may have either dropped the course or have been given 

more time in which to complete it. 

Not all pre-course, web-based survey records could be linked to students in the 

database.  Table 2 shows that, between September 1, 2007 and April 15, 2008, there were 

1,341 completed online pre-course surveys; however, there were many duplicates in the 

record.  After linking the first survey taken by a unique student who had completed an 

online course and received a course grade, there were 537 unique students in the 

database, meaning that 439 unique surveys could not be linked to a student and their 

completed online course.  Some of the 439 students who took the survey but never 

received a recorded online-course grade, could have been discouraged by the survey 

itself, or perhaps they registered for an online course from which they withdrew or 

dropped the course.  This information was not available. 

Table 2 

Frequency of Online Program’s Required Pre-Course Surveys Taken by Students 

Between September 1, 2007 and April 14, 2008 

1,341 Surveys taken between September 1, 2007 and April 15, 2008. 

-22 No ID number provided by student taking survey. 

1,319 Sub-Total 

-343 Duplicate surveys removed where one student took more than one. 

976 Sub-Total of unique ID numbers. 

-439 Students who took a survey, but no course found for them. 

537 Survey linked to a unique student’s first course with a grade. 
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Attempts were made to link as many records as possible between the District’s 

online survey and instructor course grades.  In the end, incorrect or missing ID numbers 

or lack of a course grade were the primary reason that student survey records were not 

used.   

Table 3 presents the frequency of courses with grade submissions for each 

quarter-length term in school year 2007-2008. 

Table 3 

Frequencies by Quarter with Pass/Fail Grades of All Completed Online Courses in 

School Year 2007-2008 

Qtr. 

Course 
Grade 

Submission 
Frequency Percent 

Pass/Fail Frequencies 
Course 

Registra-
tions With 
No Grade 
Submitted  

No 
Credit 

Row 
Percent Credit 

Row 
Percent 

1 266 13.3 30 11.3 236 88.7   
2 451 22.6 88 19.5 363 80.5   
3 644 32.3 106 16.5 538 83.5 99a 
4 634 31.8 134 21.1 500 78.9 120a 

Total 1,995 100% 358 17.9 1,637 82.1 219a 
Note.  a In quarters 3 and 4, 99 and 120 courses were listed in instructor final grade submissions, but no 
grade of any kind was submitted for a student registered in the course.  The 219 course data could not be 
interpreted and, therefore, were not used in the database, unlike the 1,995 records which were included. 

A total of 28 school sites where online students attended school during the day 

were included in this study, some of which were schools outside of the District.  These 

schools included the following: 

• 7 high schools, one of which had 8th graders taking online courses. 

• 7 schools that were K-8 schools, because 8th graders were permitted to take 

secondary online courses.  Only the 8th graders were included in the database. 
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• 3 public alternative secondary schools or magnet programs, two of which have 

now closed, and their students transferred to other District schools 

• 6 private alternative schools, one of which has since closed. 

• 2 of the District’s hospital agency schools, and 

• 3 out-of-district private high schools. 

For the purposes of this case study, all final quarter course grades that were letter 

grades were converted to a “pass” or “fail.”  A course grade of “C-” was entered as 

“pass,” while anything below it, including “D+” were entered as a “fail.”  

Factor analysis of pre-course survey. 

It was decided that the Likert-scale items in the District’s questionnaire showed 

the greatest predictive promise, in part because the background literature found 

self-efficacy to provide some measure of predictability of online course success.   

This case study undertook to analyze the potential for predictive capability of 

Likert-scale items in the District’s online survey, for possible future application in 

identifying at-risk students in order to provide them with greater support. 

A parametric test may be used with an ordinal dependent variable—in this case, 

either the ordinal A to F “course grade” or the binary ordinal “pass/fail” grade—and still 

assume the curve will be normal when the number of records is sufficiently large.  

Because the size of the database was 537 student records, it was not necessary to test the 

data for a normal curve distribution.  Therefore, a parametric test could be used, as 

opposed to a non-parametric test as may be best used with small numbers of ordinal and 

nominal data. 
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The researcher began an analysis of the SPSS database, beginning with 

descriptive statistics and choosing “explore.”   “Grade” was entered as the “dependent 

variable,” and all 20 questions were entered into the “factor list.”  Individual question-

answers based on final course grades were output into box plots that indicated some 

question responses scored higher when it came to course grades.  The potentially 

significant and predictive questions were as follows:  1, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 9, and 10 on the 

Likert scale and questions 12 and 15 on the binary questions. 

The most promising eight Likert-scale questions were analyzed for predictive 

factors.  The database of 537 students for school year 2007-2008, who received both an 

online course grade and answered the District’s pre-course online survey, had their 

answers to the eight Likert-scale questions included in the factor analysis.   

Upon running a factor analysis, the initial Eigenvalues output in Table 4 indicates 

a very strong factor “component” 1, which is well over Kaiser’s rule of “1.”  Therefore, 

SPSS software only extracted component 1 for loading purposes.  However, 

component 2, as .943, is very close to the 1.0 threshold for extraction purposes.   
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Table 4 

Factor Analysis on Eight Likert-Scale Items from the Pre-Course Survey with Total 

Variance Explained 

Component 

Initial Eigenvalues 
Extraction Sums of Squared 

Loadings 

Total 
% of 

Variance 
Cumulative 

% 
Total % of 

Variance 
Cumulative 

% 
1 3.416 42.705 42.705 2.790 34.875 34.875 
2 .943 11.794 54.499    
3 .785  9.813 64.312    
4 .698 8.721 73.033    
5 .639 7.986 81.019    
6 .582 7.271 88.290    
7 .518 6.478 94.768    
8 .419 5.232 100.000    

Note.  Extraction Method:  Principal Component  Analysis. 

The Scree plot was analyzed as a possible indicator of the potential number of 

factors available. 
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Figure 2   

Scree Plot on Eight Likert Items 

 

The elbow of the Scree plot in Figure 2 indicates the possibility of two factors.  

Therefore, it was decided to run a second factor analysis requiring SPSS to extract two 

factors, but first the researcher hypothesized with respect to what two constructs the 

factors might form, how the two constructs might be labeled, and which question might 

fall into each construct category. 

The Colorado Consortium merely referred to the ten Likert-scale items as 

measures of “personal attitude.”  The researcher chose eight of the ten Likert-scale items 

that seemed to indicate the promise of predicting online course success and considered 

how they might fit within two categories.  The Colorado Consortium’s descriptive label 

of “personal attitude” and review of the background literature were considered.  Wang 

and Newlin (2002, May) reported that self-efficacy has been a stronger predictor of 
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online student success than global traits such as age or gender, while Schunk and Pajares 

(2005) state that self-efficacy is both “a personal and a social construct” (p. 86).  

Therefore, people can have confidence in their community of practice to accomplish 

certain goals.  In light of both the Colorado Consortium’s descriptive label and review of 

the background literature, the researcher theorized that the questions might fall within 

two categories, one with five questions and one with three questions.   

In one categorical construct, the “personal attitudes” seem to characterize a 

student engaged in “individual internal self-efficacy,” internalizing thought and focusing 

on some individual course of action.  In the other categorical construct, the “attitudes” 

seem to reflect a student engaged in external “COP group self-efficacy,” and be 

responding more to the exterior environment of the community of practice.  

Theoretically, the questions were categorized in the following manner: 

1. Student’s individual internal self-efficacy.  

Q1 I am a self-starter and do my schoolwork and homework without being 

told twice. 

Q3 I schedule my time well at school. 

Q4 I schedule my time well outside of school. 

Q6 I follow through on requests from m [sic] teachers. 

Q8 I turn in schoolwork on time. 

2. Student’s exterior COP-group-dynamic self-efficacy. 

Q7 I answer email in a timely manner. 

Q9 I ask teachers for help if I need it. 

Q10 I am willing to put in extra time for my online class. 
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Question 10 was put in the second category, because “extra time” refers to 

unanticipated time.  It was theorized that question 10 implies that while a student may 

plan to put in a certain amount of time into their online course, if the COP has designed 

the course such that it requires more time than anticipated, then the student is willing to 

respond to the COP’s external stimuli by putting in the additional time in order to be 

successful and earn a course credit. 

Based on this theory, another factor analysis was run.  This time it was a 

confirmatory factor analysis test.  The Kaiser rule was not chosen, because it would limit 

the analysis to only one factor.  Instead, “2” was entered as the number of factors under 

“extract” using the “principal axis factoring method.”  According to Roblyer and 

Marshall (2002-2003), principal axis factoring is “the most common factoring method 

that leads to a least-squares solution” (p. 247).   

During this analysis, the determinant was requested to assess the assumption of 

factor analysis—the assumption that the determinant of the correlation matrix was not 

equal to zero.  SPSS revealed a correlation matrix determinant equal to .142.  The 

correlation determinant is a test of the null hypothesis that the question-variables are 

mutually independent with no correlation among them.  Because the correlation 

determinant is not equal to zero, the null hypothesis is rejected, and it may be safely 

assumed that there are correlations between and among the eight Likert-scale question 

items. 

Table 5 provides further descriptive data provided by SPSS where the Kaiser-

Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy (KMO) and Bartlett’s Test were chosen.  
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Table 5 indicates that the KMO is above the .6 threshold and is approaching closer to “1,” 

while Bartlett’s Test rejects the null hypothesis that the correlation matrix is an “identity 

matrix” of “ones” and “zeros,” as might be the case with “gender” being either “male” or 

“female.”   KMO and Bartlett’s test of sphericity assess that the assumptions required for 

the factor of analysis may be assumed, because these two test numbers are large enough 

to support the assumptions.  Table 5 further indicates that Bartlett’s Test of sphericity is 

significant. 

Table 5 

KMO and Bartlett’s Test of Assumptions to Validate Using Factor Analysis for the 

Pre-Course Survey 

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy. .860 

Bartlett's Test of Sphericity Approx. Chi-Square 1038.192 
df 28.000 
Sig. .000 

 
The outcomes of the determinant being unequal to zero, and KMO and Bartlett’s 

Test meeting the minimum standard, meant that it was valid to proceed with a factor 

analysis. 

In conducting a factor analysis in SPSS, “rotation” was chosen, and “promax” 

was checked.  Promax is a two-step oblique rotation method.  In the first step, an 

orthogonal varimax pre-rotation is conducted that assumes there is no correlation 

between and among the eight Likert-scale questions being analyzed.  In the second step, 

the orthogonal rotation is relaxed, and the step permits correlations among the eight 

question variables to proceed.   
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Table 6 shows the obliquely rotated structure matrix.  It confirms the ability to 

place the theorized questions into the two hypothesized constructs, because the higher 

numbers in the matrix, which are boldfaced, exactly match the questions as they were 

placed within the two constructs. 

Table 6 

Factor Analysis of Pre-Course Survey:  Rotated Structure Matrix Supports Two 

Theorized Concepts 

Question Question  
 Wording 

I am a self-starter and do my schoolwork and 
homework without being told twice. 
 
I schedule my time well at school 
 
I schedule my time well outside of school 
 
I follow through on requests from m [sic] 
teachers 
 
I answer email in a timely manner 
 
I turn in schoolwork on time 
 
I ask teachers for help if I need it 
 
I am willing to put in extra time for my online 
class 

Factor 
Number 1 2 

 
Q1 .644 .434 

Q3 .691 .567 
Q4 .529 .505 

 
Q6 .630 .533 

 
Q7 .366 .477 

 
Q8 .751 .428 

 
Q9 .459 .516 

 
Q10 .397 .679 

Note. Extraction Method:  Principal Axis Factoring.  Rotation Method:  Promax with Kaiser Normalization. 
The larger numbers are in boldface and indicate the questions belonging to each concept.  

Table 7 is an obliquely rotated “pattern matrix.”  This table determines which 

groups of question-variables are measuring a given factor in order to interpret the 
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meaning of the factor.  Each question variable is greater in one factor than the other, 

confirming that they are a good fit within the two concepts. 

Table 7 

Factor Analysis of Pre-Course Survey:  Rotated Pattern Matrix Confirms Eight Likert-

Scale Variables Fit Within Two Concepts 

Question Question  
 Wording 

 
I am a self-starter and do my schoolwork 
and homework without being told twice. 
 
I schedule my time well at school 
 
I schedule my time well outside of school 
 
I follow through on requests from m [sic] 
teachers 
 
I answer email in a timely manner 
 
I turn in schoolwork on time 
 
I ask teachers for help if I need it 
 
I am willing to put in extra time for my 
online class 

Factor 
Number 1 2 

 
Q1 .645 .000 

Q3 .566 .186 
Q4 .344 .273 

 
Q6 .496 .199 

 
Q7 .082 .422 

 
Q8 .847 -.143 

 
Q9 .204 .378 

 
Q10 -.111 .754 

Note.  Extraction Method:   Principal Axis Factoring.  Rotation Method:  Promax with Kaiser 
Normalization.  Pattern Matrix Rotation converged in 3 iterations.  The larger numbers are in boldface and 
indicate the questions belonging to each concept. 

Table 7 “reveals the unique contribution that each factor makes to the variance of 

the variable.  The pattern loadings in...[the pattern] matrix are essentially standard 

regression coefficients compared to those obtained in multiple regression” (Hatcher, 

1994, p. 94). 
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Having confirmed the two factors, SPSS was directed to identify them in the 

researcher’s database as if the factors were “variables.”   

Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was calculated to obtain an estimate of the various 

factor’s internal consistency.  The analysis of all eight Likert-scale questions yielded an 

overall reliability coefficient of α = .800.  Factor 1, with its five questions, had a 

Cronbach α = .782; while factor 2, with only three questions, had a weaker Cronbach α = 

.559.   

In addition to completing a factor analysis, numerous descriptive analyses were 

run in terms of both frequencies and cross-tabulations in order to help describe the 

phenomena in this case study.  They are reported in Chapter 5.   

Two small classes were surveyed for anecdotal purposes only.  One was a 

first-hour traditional senior social studies course where ten students took a paper-pencil 

format of the researcher-created student survey.   The other course was a fifth-hour 

hybrid course of both ALC and online students who worked on their individual online 

courses during school-day class time.  They had a classroom facilitator available to help 

them.  Fourteen students completed the researcher-created student survey online where it 

was posted on Zoomerang.  The anecdotal data are reported in Chapter 5. 

Qualitative Methodology 

Qualitative data were collected in face-to-face interviews with 23 District staff 

using four questionnaires designed for this purpose.  All 23 interviewees consented to 

their interviews being audio-taped.  These were transcribed by the researcher at a secure 

site, using a transcription machine.  Several face-to-face and telephone interviews with 
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additional staff were also conducted.  It was common place to follow-up interviews with 

additional questions over the telephone or submitted by email.   

The following four questionnaires were used that may be viewed in Appendix F:   

1. F-2-F Instructor General Questionnaire. 

2. F-2-F Administrator Questionnaire. 

3. F-2-F Online Administrator Questionnaire.  This questionnaire was used with 

both Online- and Area Learning Center (ALC)-Coordinators, and with Online 

Administrators. 

4. F-2-F Counselor, Social Worker, and School Psychologist Questionnaire. 

This case study had hoped to analyze interview data for qualitative themes that 

might appear using inductive logic; however, in practice, interview themes were 

established on the research questions using keywords. 

Through the various orientation sessions, telephone calls, and emails, 23 staff 

interviews were scheduled and conducted over the course of school year 2007-2008.  

Most interviews were suspended in June 2008 when staff left on summer break, making 

virtually all students and staff unavailable, and making further data collection ineffective. 

Early staff interviews indicated a close connection between the fully online 

program and the Area Learning Center (ALC) program with its hybrid, computer-

mediated, credit-recovery courses.  Therefore, in addition to interviewing online 

instructors and District staff, ALC instructors and coordinators were also interviewed 

face-to-face.   
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Twenty-three staff were interviewed face-to-face using one of the questionnaires 

in Appendix F.  The 23 interviews were audio-taped.  All audio-taped interviews were 

also transcribed.  Some of the 23 interviewees were also queried in follow-up telephone 

calls, in face-to-face conversations, and in emails.  An attempt was made to meet with the 

State’s administrator who was directly over all State online secondary programs in school 

year 2007-2008, but she declined, stating that she was too busy to meet. 

Another 16 relevant District staff and other online-learning professionals were 

queried face-to-face, in telephone calls, and by email.  They did not entail use of a 

questionnaire.  They also tended to extend into school years 2008-2009 and 2009-2010.   

Not all professionals and auxiliary staff queried, interviewed and/or audio-taped 

were referenced in this study. 

Table 8 indicates the roles of various interviewees and the frequency of interviews 

and queries.  
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Table 8 

Interviewees and One of Their Many Roles in School Year 2007-2008 

Roles of Transcribed Interviewees Frequency 
Online Program Administrators 4 
District Administrators 5 
ALC Coordinators 2 
ALC Instructors 4 
Online Course Instructors 3 
Clerical and Other Online Program Staff 2 
Professional Staff:  Counselors, Social 
Workers, School Psychologists 

3 

Sub-Total 23 
Additional Telephone, Email, and 
Face-to-Face Queried Interviewees. 

 

Professional Support Staff 2 
Clerical Support Staff 2 
Online Instructors 5 
Hybrid Online Instructors 2 
Administrators 5 

Sub-Total 16 
Event Recorded and Transcribed  

District health and PE teacher workshop 1 
Total 40 

 
All District staff contacted for purposes of this case study were very cooperative.  

For the 23 face-to-face audio-taped interviews, all interviewees agreed to being 

audio-taped.  A questionnaire was used to guide the interview, and the researcher offered 

each interviewee a copy of the questionnaire so they could follow along while the 

researcher read each question, sequentially, out loud.  All audio-taped interviews were 

conducted face-to-face, often in the staff person’s office or classroom, and sometimes in 

a school media center.  The researcher transcribed each audio-taped interview, in its 

entirety, at a secure site.  All questionnaires that were used may be viewed in Appendix 

F.  A table of individual interviewees and their positions may be found in Appendix E. 
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Some face-to-face District staff interviews yielded primarily online program 

historical information.  This information appears in Chapter 4.  After transcribing the 

23 face-to-face interviews, statements were merged into a single Microsoft Word table 

with four columns and 903 quotation records.  From left to right, the columns were as 

follows:  (a) a record number; (b) a code indicating the person interviewed, their site and 

their position, together with a sequential quotation number; (c) a quotation of what they 

said (at times preceded by what the researcher as interviewer had asked or said, set off in 

square-brackets); (d) the last column was a keyword code.   

The quotation numbers in the second column were unique, and would permit the 

quotation to be traced back to the original interview table and its contextual location, 

before the table was sorted on keywords.  There were 147 keywords, 16 within the 

category of Area Learning Center (ALC) alone.  Most of the 903 records fit into an 

outline format centered on the research questions of this case study.  The frequency of 

each keyword record was placed next to the outlined item. 

Themes were not addressed separately in the findings, because their analysis 

indicated they were centered on the research questions; therefore, interview data that 

would have yielded thematic information was used instead to support research question 

findings along with the statistical data, particularly the descriptive statistics. 

Summary of Methodologies 

This was a mixed-methods case study undertaken by an etic, non-participant 

researcher, seeking to learn about the phenomenon of a large Midwestern, inner-city 
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public school district’s online program for students from the perspective of its various 

participants.  This case study sought to collect both quantitative and qualitative data.   

The originally planned quantitative research survey instruments did not work for a 

number of reasons.  Neither students nor parents could be contacted, nor did they respond 

to requests to complete online or paper surveys.  Further, the District had its own 

pre-course survey, and it was these data that were substituted for the uncollectable 

researcher-survey data.   

The study used quantitative District archival data from the online program’s 

pre-course web-based survey of students that were then matched to the students’ online 

quarter-length course grades.  Some 537 unique students in grades 9 through 12 

completed the District survey and at least one online course.  However, another 317 

students completed an online course who did not take the survey.  These 854 students 

formed one database of unique students in grades 9 through 12.  An auxiliary database 

containing the 1,995 courses completed by the 854 students was used to calculate course-

frequencies.  The student responses to the online survey questions constituted 

independent variables and students’ completed-course outcomes of pass or fail 

constituted the dependent variables.  In other analyses, student course-title selections, and 

student characteristics of gender, year-in-school, and ethnicity were also used as 

independent variables.  Again, completed-course outcomes of pass or fail constituted the 

dependent variables. 

Dropouts and withdrawal data were not available.  There were a number of 

reasons why they were not available.  Since its beginning, the District’s online program 
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had difficulty with data accuracy, in part due to limited clerical staffing, in part due to 

using multiple databases, and in part due to high student mobility.  

Face-to-face interviews of 23 District staff yielded qualitative data to provide a 

historical background for the online program, support for the quantitative case study 

findings, and help answering the research questions.  The researcher-constructed 

questionnaires in Appendix E guided the 23 interviews that were audio-taped and 

transcribed.  The questions were prompts for open-ended responses that resulted in 

analysis for themes based on the research questions.  These interview data were sorted on 

the key research questions.  Some interviewees were asked follow-up questions in emails 

or with telephone calls.  In addition, there was one workshop that was audio-taped and 

transcribed, and 16 less formal face-to-face, telephone, and emailed queries of individual 

staff for the purpose of clarifying various aspects of the District’s online program. 

The researcher used SPSS statistical methods to analyze quantitative data supplied 

by the online program and the District.  An exploratory factor analysis was run on the 

10 Likert-scale survey questions in the District’s online survey.  These were items the 

survey referred to as “personal attitudes.”  Eight appeared to be very promising as 

predictors of higher course grades.  Using factor analysis, the eight items were entered as 

variables.  Both the Scree plot and the initial Eigenvalues indicated that there may be a 

case for two factors.  The researcher theorized that the set of eight questions might be 

categorized as (a) student internal self-efficacy attitudes, and (b) student external self-

efficacy attitudes as a member of a community of practice.  These two concept factors 

were confirmed and entered into the SPSS core student database as if they were variables.  
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The analysis of all eight Likert-scale questions yielded an overall reliability coefficient of 

α = .80. 
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Chapter 4:  History of the District’s Online Program 

This chapter addresses the third research question:  What are the District and its 

stakeholders, as a community of practice (COP) and large inner-city school district, 

currently doing in an attempt to assist its diverse body of secondary students taking 

online courses?  This research question was delineated further and organized into the 

following categories: 

1. History and evolution of the District’s online program. 

2. Factors that introduce continual change into the online program. 

3. The District as a special ALC district with ALC and online programs closely 

associated. 

4. Course requirements needed for high-school graduation in the District. 

5. The online program’s support of online teachers. 

6. Legislated programs, funding, and State requirements.   

The District’s online learning program was implemented in order to provide 

students with alternative learning opportunities.  Understanding the evolution of the 

program helps explain how the District has guided the online program in meeting the 

needs of students. 

History and Evolution of the District’s Online Program 

The District’s online program and courses evolved over the course of time.  For 

example, there were:   

1. Early online hybrid courses.   

2. Summer 2002 pilot for the online program. 
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3. The State offered online AP courses in 2002-2003. 

4. District-offered AP-and-hybrid online courses in 2002-2003. 

5. The District became a State-approved Online Learning Provider in 2003. 

6. The first year of the online learning program in 2003-2004. 

7. Online program missions. 

Early online hybrid courses. 

There were several early hybrid courses that were precursors to the online 

learning program.  For example, in school year 2001-2002 a social studies teacher 

developed an online hybrid AP Government course to accompany textbooks that had 

been purchased by the high school.  Components of the online material were offered by 

the textbook publisher’s vendor in Madison, Wisconsin.  The teacher who developed the 

course reports that it took a long time to read all of the student papers, and if it had not 

been for having a student teacher that year to help with the teacher’s other four classes, 

the teacher would not have had enough time to work on teaching the AP hybrid online 

course (Interviewee Q, personal communication, December 15, 2009). 

Summer 2002 pilot for the online program. 

In summer 2002, the District selected a person to administer a pilot online 

program named [the District’s] Online Summer School.  The administrator was chosen 

based on a number of qualifications that included comfort with technology, ability to 

provide technology training to students and staff, and overall technology skills as had 

been demonstrated when this person had previously overseen a ninth-grade laptop grant 

program at one of the District’s high schools.  With the laptop grant program ended, the 



Running head:  CASE STUDY OF A SCHOOL DISTRICT’S ONLINE PROGRAM 108 

 

 

newly selected administrator recruited teachers, many of whom this person worked with 

in the laptop program.   

Teachers were asked to begin constructing and teaching online courses.  That first 

summer, three teachers taught English and social studies courses.  Funding requirements 

restricted the District to only offering credit-recovery courses in the summer; thus, the 

2002 online pilot program began offering credit make-up courses online for the first time.  

Class size consisted of approximately 15 students in each course. 

The State offered online AP courses in 2002-2003. 

The District’s 2002 summer school online program pilot did not continue into 

school year 2002-2003.  Instead, during school year 2002-2003, the District, like other 

State districts, was able to enroll students in Advanced Placement (AP) online courses 

provided by a vendor working with the State.  This occurred at a time in which there were 

very few AP courses being offered at the District’s high schools.  However, if a student 

enrolled in an online AP course and did not pass it, the State required the school district 

to reimburse the Department of Education $450.00 for the expense of the course.  As a 

result, the District was reluctant to approve student enrollment in such courses, especially 

after permitting one student to enroll at the urging of a teacher who insisted that the 

online course was the only one capable of measuring up to the student’s abilities.  

However, when the student dropped out without finishing the course, and $450.00 had to 

be paid to reimburse the State for the cost of the student’s tuition, that ended the 

District’s willingness to enroll any more students in the State’s program (Interviewee A, 

audio-taped interview, December 1, 2003).   
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District-offered AP-and-hybrid online courses in 2002-2003. 

Bypassing the State’s AP courses, the District ventured out on its own.  During 

school year 2002-2003, a new online hybrid course was team-taught in the social studies 

department of the high school that housed the District’s International Studies Small 

Learning Community program.  The social studies teacher lectured on Monday, 

Wednesday, and Friday in the classroom; students were scheduled to work online in the 

school’s media center on Tuesdays and Thursdays under the direction of the team 

teacher.  The course was part of Project Harmony International (Project Harmony 

International).  The project connected students with pen pals in Azerbaijan as part of its 

curriculum.  Reportedly, constructing the rest of the curriculum and teaching this course 

was very time-consuming for the teacher, especially when combined with a full teaching 

load that included teaching four other classes.  This newly formed online hybrid course 

combined AP Government with Project Harmony (Interviewee Q, personal 

communication, December 15, 2009). 

In yet another pilot program, the same social studies teacher in the International 

Studies SLC taught an online Commanding Heights pilot program (Public Broadcasting 

Station).  Commanding Heights was a study in global economics that the Public 

Broadcasting Station (PBS) developed in conjunction with Harvard University.  Both 

organizations were interested in learning whether or not the program was suitable for 

high school students.  The District’s International Studies SLC program was seen as a 

good placement for this pilot project.  Again, this was a very time-consuming program 
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for the teacher, especially with regard to assessing student papers and projects 

(Interviewee Q, personal communication, December 15, 2009). 

The District became a State-approved Online Learning Provider in 2003. 

No online program was offered by the District during summer 2003; however, the 

District both applied for and became a State-approved Online Learning Provider (OLP) in 

fall 2003 (Interviewee A, audio-taped interview, December 1, 2003).  Becoming a State-

approved Online Learning Provider meant that the District could offer its online courses 

to students State-wide, both inside of and outside of the District, for course credit that 

would by recognized by the State as applying toward high school graduation 

requirements.   

The first year of the online learning program in 2003-2004. 

The District officially began its online program in the fall of school-year 2003-

2004.  Once again online high-school courses were offered for credit and have continued 

ever since without interruption. 

In school year 2003-2004, the first school year of the online program, the District 

asked teachers to create and teach online courses.  Student enrolling in online courses 

included a mixture of students from various other programs, including ALC, PSEO, IB, 

home-schooled, and comprehensive students.  In addition, there were a number of 

students who had dropped out of high school before graduating; after being out of school 

for one or two years, they had registered for online courses in order to finish just one or 

two credits they needed to graduate.  Thus, from the very beginning, the online program 

helped students earn their high school diploma. 
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The online program began with three courses:  English, social studies, and 

Health 2.  By semester two in January 2004, the program had grown to 14 courses 

(Interviewee A, personal communication, September 16, 2004; Interviewee L, audio-

taped interview, March 18, 2008).  Three math courses had been added:  Geometry and 

Algebra 1 and 2 (Interviewee A, personal communication, September 16, 2004), as well 

as two more sections of Health 2 to meet the growing demand (Interviewee L, audio-

taped interview, March 18, 2008).   

The English and social studies courses that had been added were credit recovery 

courses.  They were combination courses that provided individualized support to students 

in grades nine through twelve, all of whom needed to make up one or more quarters of 

course credits.  Students worked more-or-less independently in a system comprised of 

appropriate grade-level modules.   

Semester two also saw the addition of a number of elective courses.  These 

included two English elective courses:  one was Journalism and one was Women’s 

Literature.  There were also two elective vocational courses:  Radio Broadcasting and 

Entrepreneurship.  None of the five students who registered for the journalism course 

completed it; while only three out of 17 students successfully completed the Women’s 

Literature course.  In addition, none of the four students who registered for the 

Entrepreneurship course completed it, but three of the five students who registered for 

Radio Broadcasting successfully completed it.  None of these four elective courses 

continued beyond their initial offerings, although in school year 2007-2008 there had 



Running head:  CASE STUDY OF A SCHOOL DISTRICT’S ONLINE PROGRAM 112 

 

 

been a desire to resurrect the Radio Broadcasting course once more; it had not been 

reinstated in the course line-up as of the end of 2009.   

By January 2004, work was also begun to create an online course to support 

English Language Learner (ELL) students with writing skills, in order to help them build 

the necessary skills to pass the State’s basic standard test in writing, which was the State 

writing standard at the time (Interviewee A, personal communication, September 16, 

2004).  However, this course never materialized. 

 While one health course had been offered from the very beginning of the online 

program in fall 2003, today there are multiple offerings of the four core courses in health 

and physical education (PE).  They are:  Health Science 1 and 2, and physical education’s 

Fit for Life 1 and 2.  The courses were created by the District’s Curriculum and 

Instruction (C&I) Department coordinators, who worked with several master health and 

PE teachers to develop the initial courses with rigor and integrity.  There have been no 

State graduation standards for these courses; the State leaves it up to local school boards 

to establish their own requirements for these courses.  The District in this case study has 

required students to complete these four courses in order to graduate.  

The health courses focused on specific health content, while the PE courses were 

mostly based on the process of physical activity and reporting the activity in a daily 

journal, as monitored by an adult, such as a coach or parent.  PE course content was 

focused on fitness terminology, training principles, goal-setting, diet and nutrition, the 

benefits of fitness, care and prevention of injuries, and the like.  A final course paper on 

the history, rules, etiquette, and cultural components of a sport was also required.  The 
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chosen PE physical activity required approval and could include activities such as an 

after-school varsity or other team sport; a more individual sport such as gymnastics, 

swimming, or track; or a health club fitness routine for students with their own health 

club membership (Interviewee G, personal communication, January 27, 2010). 

In the first year of the District’s online program, in school-year 2003-2004, all 

registering students were required to attend an orientation session.  Of the students who 

attended an orientation session, 262 registered for online courses.  Many of the students 

were also enrolled in a variety of other District programs, while some students were in a 

variety of other circumstances; they included:  (a) students needing only their online 

course to complete their high school degree, (b) ALC students, (c) PSEO students, 

(d) IB students, (e) traditional classroom students, (f) home-schooled students, 

(g) a student traveling out west, and (h) two middle-school students.  

Table 9 outlines their online course outcomes by the end of the end of the school 

year.  Reportedly, some of the 148 students who did not pass their online course were 

continuing to work on them. 

Table 9 

School Year 2003-2004 Online Student Orientation Enrollments. 

Student Descriptions Frequency 
Percent 
of Total 

Withdrew or dropped in first 3-4 weeks 33 12.6 
Did not pass their course 148 56.5 
Earned a course credit 81 30.9 
Total 262 100% 
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Table 10 outlines student enrollments in the online program’s first official 

summer school program that was not a pilot.  

Table 10 

Students Online Course Enrollment for 2004 Summer School 

  Frequency 

Outcome 
Percent- 

age 
Description 

Did Not 
Attend 

Orientation 

Attended 
Orientation 

Totals 
Summer Registrations 53 72 125  
Unknown Registrants   15  
Withdrawals Unknown    

 
Total   140  

Earned Course Credit     49 35 
Continuing  Coursework      91 65 
Withdrawals Unknown    

 
Total   140 100% 

 

In summer of 2004, 125 additional students registered for online courses that 

included:  English 9-12; Social Studies 9-12; Science 9 and 10; Geometry and Algebra 1 

and 2; and Health 1 and 2.  Students were expected to go on three field trips, which met 

the State requirement of students meeting face-to-face with their teachers three times.  

Additional meetings with instructors included test-taking sessions.   

Of the 125 students, 72 attended the orientation session.  Online program 

administrators think that orientation sessions improve students’ likelihood of online 

course success, as evidenced by the fact that 56 of the students who attended the 

orientation continued through their summer courses, “went on field trips, and made 

progress on their work” (Interviewee A, District communication, August 6, 2004).  
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By the end of summer school 2004, 49 students had successfully completed their 

courses and earned course credit, while 91 other students were supposedly still “active” 

in their online courses and were continuing to work on them.  Thus, at least 15 of the 

students were not in the 125 reported student enrollment.  Perhaps they were students 

from school year 2003-2004 who continued working on their online courses into the 

summer months. 

Table 9 and Table 10 indicate the difficulty the online program experienced from 

the beginning in trying to track students as they moved in and out of their online courses.  

The program had difficulty in knowing what became of students who dropped out of their 

online courses before completing them, and often did not know the reason why a student 

dropped out.  In school year 2007-2008, the online program was not able to provide 

dropout information to the researcher. 

Online program missions. 

Since early in its beginning in 2003 until the end of summer 2009, the online 

program’s website listed its three missions as follows:   

1. Increase elective opportunities for [the District’s] high school students across 

the district. 

2. Provide courses for students who may have schedule conflicts. 

3. Provide standards-based credit make-up for students. 

The online program’s first mission was to “increase elective opportunities 

for...high school students across the district.”  Course electives had been on the decline in 

the District over a number of years.  There were several reasons for their decline, 
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including:  (a) budget cuts, (b) implementation of Small Learning Communities (SLCs), 

and (c) new State graduation standards and NCLB law.  

According to staff interviews, the District’s online program was created, in part, 

as a response to District budget cuts occurring year-after-year that had led to a 

widespread decrease in secondary elective course offerings throughout the District’s high 

schools (Interviewee B, audio-taped interview, August 12, 2008).   

In addition, the decrease in electives occurred simultaneously with the creation of 

Small Learning Communities (SLCs) in the high schools in the 1990s.  Each of the high 

schools had one or more SLCs.  An example of SLCs at one high school included:   (a) an 

Aerospace Program, (b) Travel and Tourism, (c) American Studies, and (d) International 

Studies.  SLCs established more-or-less unique programs at each high school that 

subsequently paired elective courses with a set of complementary, core curricular courses 

comprised of English, social studies, science and mathematics.  The specialized SLC 

programs led to elimination of various traditional elective courses in the high schools, 

courses that were to be picked up and carried by the centralized online program, rather 

than being eliminating altogether. 

Furthermore, traditional elective courses changed from their original course 

content.  For example, theatre courses moved away from a focus on acting skills, because 

there were no State graduation standards for theatre; therefore, English graduation 

standards needed to be inserted into the District’s theatre courses, thus, changing the 

nature of theatre away from the elective course it once was (Interviewee AJ, personal 
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communication, January 13, 2010; Interviewee AK, personal communication, January 13, 

2010).   

Similarly, NCLB law also impacted the kinds of elective courses offered, as well 

as their course content.  A number of the District’s elective were replaced by an increase 

in AP, IB, and CIS courses because, as advanced courses, they are acceptable alternative 

courses for the standard core courses required for high school graduation. 

Examples of traditional elective courses that have been squeezed out of some of 

the District’s high school course catalog offerings include: 

• World languages.  In school year 2007-2008, German was offered at only one 

high school (Interviewee AL, personal communication, January 13, 2010).  

German was offered in online courses during school year 2007-2008, as were 

online courses in Spanish. 

• Social studies department.  The social studies department used to offer a 

number of electives that had declined by school year 2007-2008, including:  

Street law, philosophy, psychology, and sociology.  These courses were not 

offered online in school year 2007-2008. 

• English/language arts department.  Various literature electives declined in the 

high schools by school year 2007-2008, such as Women’s Literature and 

Contemporary Literature (Interviewee AJ, personal communication, January 

13, 2010; Interviewee AK, personal communication, January 13, 2010).  

Women’s Literature was once offered online, but no English elective courses 

were offered online in school year 2007-2008. 
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• Career and technical education (CTE) course electives had declined in high 

schools by school year 2007-2008, including business education courses, and 

various labs and workshops, such as:  Computer courses, photography, 

woodshop, and auto-body and -mechanics.  Online program administrators 

considered the feasibility of offering one of the high school’s radio 

communications courses online, which was to begin in school year 2007-

2008, but were not able to do so.  The online program was able to offer a 

Digital Art course that contained a required graduation art standard. 

• Other traditional electives that declined in the District over the years included 

courses in the music and fine arts departments.  In school year 2007-2008, the 

online program offered Art History, another elective course that contained a 

required art graduation standard. 

From the beginning, the District wanted to offer some of the traditional course 

electives to all District students from the online program, because it was a centralized 

program accessible to all students (Interviewee B, audio-taped interview, August 12, 

2008).  Then, by school year 2007-2008, District leadership was strategizing a new 

means for developing and implementing online courses.  It was to be a dovetailed model 

between online learning and traditional classroom learning.  One model under 

consideration was for each of the high schools to subsidize two-tenths or four-tenths of an 

online teacher position in different elective areas.  For example, one high school would 

focus on world languages, while another high school would focus on a different area 

(Interviewee B, audio-taped interview, August 12, 2008).   
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A lack of elective course offerings in the online program may be the reason this 

component of the mission statement was dropped when a new mission statement was 

posted on the District’s online program’s updated website in fall 2009. 

The second mission of the online program was to resolve scheduling conflicts by 

providing flexibility.  In 2002, summer online courses were offered by the District for the 

first time.  They were able to provide valuable flexibility for high-school students in two 

particular situations: 

1. Online-course flexibility benefitted high-school students who needed to work 

during the summer.  Online courses meant they did not have to come in to a 

high school during set hours to make up credits over the summer.  Online 

courses offered the flexibility of completing coursework during non-work 

hours. 

2. Online-course flexibility also benefitted high-school students who wanted to 

accompany their families on vacation.  With traditional seat-time summer-

school courses, if a student was gone for a week or two, they were not able to 

earn their credit.  Online courses provided the necessary flexibility to 

accommodate family vacation time. 

As part of offering flexibility during the regular academic school year, the online 

program was to “provide courses for students who may have schedule conflicts.”  One 

example of students with scheduling conflicts was that of students enrolled in the 

District’s International Baccalaureate (IB) programs.  The IB Programme is a rigorous, 

internationally recognized program located in 138 countries around the world.  
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Headquartered in Geneva, Switzerland, IB has final course examinations and provides an 

opportunity for some students to earn an IB diploma from its Diploma Programme. 

IB programs left little time in a student’s schedule to take required non-IB 

courses, such as the District’s required health and physical education courses.  They also 

left students little time to take desired elective courses such as band or theater.  Thus, IB 

students were most likely to take an online course. 

The third mission of the online program was to provide opportunities for credit 

make-up.  Since school year 2007-2008, the year in which student data were collected for 

this case study, the District’s online program changed its website to acknowledge what 

had already been apparent in the online course offerings.  According to the new fall 2009 

website mission statement, both the District’s online program and ALC program “provide 

a vehicle for accelerated make-up” opportunities for students that help them graduate on 

time.  Required courses in social studies, English, math, and science departments had 

been primarily taken as credit make-up courses, which could be taken either as online 

courses or as courses in the Area Learning Center (ALC) program.   

District administrators did not want students who were either new to the District 

or who had their education disrupted by illness or a move to sit in a holding pattern.  

They did not want them waiting for the next course to begin, just because they missed the 

first part of a class, having arrived in a school after a class had already started 

(Interviewee B, audio-taped interview, August 12, 2008).  The same was true with 

sequenced courses.  Both the online and ALC programs tried to work with at-risk 

students to complete a course and make-up the credit or partial credit so students could 
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get into the next course in a sequence and be successful.  For example, at one orientation 

session attended by the researcher, an interviewed parent had brought their child to the 

orientation to sign up for a quarter-one algebra course the student had failed.  Without 

making it up, the parent was concerned that their child would fail the rest of the 

classroom sequence of algebra courses in the coming year.   

The policy of helping students make up failed courses as soon as possible helped 

keep students on track for timely graduation (Interviewee B, audio-taped interview, 

August 12, 2008). 

Factors That Introduced Change into the Online Program 

 The District’s online program underwent a continual evolution from the time it 

was first piloted in the summer of 2002.  Five factors underwent change, while still other 

changes were considered for the future.  The five changes that occurred or were in the 

process of occurring included:   

1. The position of the online program changed within the District. 

2. Online courses and vendors changed over time. 

3. District online courses moved down into the lower grades. 

4. District summer school courses became web based. 

5. The State increased online testing. 

6. Future changes considered for the online program. 

The position of the online program changed within the District. 

The online program began under the auspices of the Information Technology (IT) 

Department because of the expertise needed to launch the new program.  Title Two 
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funds, a federal technology funding source, were used to lay the foundation of the 

program by supplying the necessary innovative technology and training.  Since 2001, 

Part D of Title II funding source was known as the U.S. Government Department of 

Education’s Enhancing Education Through Technology (E2-T2) Act of 2001.  The goal 

of E2-T2 was “to improve student academic achievement through the use of technology 

in elementary schools and secondary schools” (Section 2402b:1 Enhancing Education 

Through Technology Act of 2001). 

From the beginning, the IT Department coordinated course construction with the 

help of the Curriculum and Instruction (C&I) Department that needed to oversee course 

rigor and course alignment to the graduation standards.  It was always the District’s intent 

to eventually move the online program into the C&I Department, because IT was viewed 

as being an initial a “tool” for supporting the program, not the end-goal.  During school-

year 2006-2007, discussion began about finally transferring the District’s online program 

to the C&I Department.  This became possible because the online program had added 

staff with sufficient technological skills and understanding to support the program once it 

was separated from the IT Department.  The additional tech-savvy staff assured that the 

move would be successful.  Thus, in school-year 2007-2008, the online program moved 

from the auspices of the IT Department to the C&I Department.  At the same time, the 

online program was given a line-item in the District’s annual budget (Interviewee B, 

audio-taped interview, August 12, 2008) and its own segment in the District’s official 

student database. 
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Online courses and vendors changed over time. 

Over time, changes in vendor-provided technology and resources led to the 

continual evolution of the District’s online program.  Apex was the initial vendor used by 

the District’s online program (Apex Learning).  It offered Beyond Books (Beyond 

Books) as a resource to teachers developing their own courses.  The Beyond Books 

website states that it “helps teachers educate [students] ... with rich, up-to-date, original 

content, linked to the best of the web.  Portfolios, activities, study questions, lesson plans, 

and correlations make learning a voyage” (2009, November 7). 

Many teachers in 2007, particularly those teaching in the ALC after-school hybrid 

courses, were using Beyond Books, together with some of their own teaching materials.  

In addition to being a stand-alone resource, Beyond Books was also being accessed as an 

online resource within Moodle, along with Discovery Streaming, a video resource to 

which the District subscribed (Discovery Education Streaming).  While many ALC 

teachers continued using Beyond Books as a stand-alone resource, many of the District’s 

online courses moved into Moodle, an open-source environment that the District’s used 

as its online course management system (Moodle).  Moodle permitted interaction among 

a variety of technologies.     

Math and science teachers, because of the nature of their content, were the first to 

move out of Beyond Books; however, math did not migrate to the Moodle environment.  

It used software developed by Apex to meet the specific needs of math courses for the 

District’s students (Interviewee D, audio-taped interview, March 28, 2008). 
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Some areas of science used classroom textbooks that had online resources 

associated with them.  The materials could be used both in the classroom and with online 

students, however the classroom and online courses had different course names and 

numbers (Interviewee E, audio-taped interview, March 28, 2008).   

One science content area, observed by the researcher, operated in synchronized 

computer labs at two different high-school sites.  Students at one site were linked by 

webcam and audio to the science teacher, who directed and interacted with students in 

both labs.  The schools were in close geographic proximity to one another, making it 

easier for the instructor to meet at different times with students in each location, and to 

direct the class from either one site or the other; however, the teacher usually stayed at 

the school in which they taught during the school day. 

District online courses moved down into the lower grades. 

While the ALC program provided computer-mediated skills programs for at-risk 

K-8 students, the online program began pushing its course offerings down into the lower 

grades (Interviewee F, audio-taped interview, June 9, 2008).  However, online courses in 

the lower grades appeared to serve mostly home-schooled and home-bound students, 

because online courses in school year 2007-2008 could not be used to accelerate a 

student’s learning.  Nevertheless, a change in State mathematics requirements led the 

District to consider offering math online in the middle schools.  For example, in school 

year 2007-2008, significant pressure was being exerted in support for offering algebra to 

middle-school students in order to prepare them for the next level of math offered in the 

ninth-grade (Interviewee B, audio-taped interview, August 12, 2008). 
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If funding and incentives changed, some District staff thought that limits on 

offering online courses to younger students could be lifted.  For example, one online 

administrator reported that, at this time: 

You can’t be an eighth grader or a ninth grader, taking a calculus class.  I think 

that the District would want that.  And so it’s not that the District would have to 

create extra material.  It would already be created in that they’re creating all of the 

courses that they offer—or they WANT to eventually create all the courses that 

they can online, that are offered in the day program; and so students can take them 

when they’re ready for them” (Interviewee F, audio-taped interview, June 9, 

2008). 

In school year 2007-2008, there were two primary ways in which the online 

program could not contribute to students accelerating their academic schedules.  The 

online program could not permit students to take either:  (a) dual-enrollment courses that 

garnered both high-school and college credits, or (b) more high-school courses in a term 

that would lead to a student graduating ahead of schedule. 

Although there had been a District and State agenda to prepare all students for 

college, funding online courses with dual-enrollment potential to earn both college and 

high school credit had been a sticking point in the State legislature.  Some stakeholders at 

both the District and State levels preferred that students learn all they could in high 

school and then move on to college better prepared than they would have been otherwise.  

Some considered that a better high school education would be to offer more electives in 

the form of liberal arts and CTE courses.  Programs that had the potential for students to 
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earn dual credits included:  Advanced Placement (AP), International Baccalaureate (IB) 

Programme, Post-Secondary Enrollment Options (PSEO), and College in the Schools 

(CIS).   

Despite State resistance to fund online dual-credit courses, and despite the District 

not permitting course acceleration that would lead to early graduation, nevertheless, at the 

federal level, politicians had begun discussing the possibility of encouraging students to 

graduate early from high school and move on to college by giving them up to two years 

of Pell grants to pay for their college tuition if they did (Early College High Schools 

Initiative News, 2007, February; Gingrich, August 16, 2009).  Some in the District 

wanted to see funding made available to the District to permit course acceleration.  They 

wanted to have students supported for taking courses on an accelerated basis, particularly 

in the lower grades, and using online courses in order to do it.  Since the District planned 

to create an online course for every course offered by the District, students in lower 

grades would be able to accelerate their course schedule by taking online courses 

(Interviewee F, audio-taped interview, June 9, 2008). 

District summer school courses became web based. 

All summer courses were ALC credit make-up courses.  The summer school 

program had been moving toward all courses becoming web based in teacher monitored 

computer labs.  In summer 2008, all high school health, PE, and math courses were ALC 

web-based courses.  Originally, all high-school summer school courses in 2008 were to 

have been put online, but in the end the District was not able to do so, because computer 

lab capacity and training resources were limited.  
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In summer 2009, science was added to the District’s web-based summer course 

line-up enabling all high schools to offer health, PE, math, and science in only a 

web-based format.  Three of the smaller high schools were able to put all summer courses 

online, while, according to one online administrator, the option was given to the other 

high schools to go “all out if they wanted,” adding, “We were never sure how issues like 

bandwidth, facilities, or the server would hold up, so we have scaled up slowly” 

(Interviewee K, personal communication, November 16, 2009). 

The State increased online testing. 

In spring 2009, the State moved more of its standardized graduation testing from a 

paper-and-pencil format to a required online test environment.  In anticipation of this 

move, the District launched a special bonding initiative to establish assessment computer 

labs in schools, labs that could be separate from instructional labs.  Between 2006 and 

2008, two new assessment labs were constructed in every high school, and instructional 

labs were upgraded in order to enhance the capacity for administering online standardized 

tests to students (Interviewee B, audio-taped interview, August 12, 2008).  The additional 

and upgraded facilities made computer labs more available for use by online and ALC 

students at the end of the school day and for the ALC’s summer school program.  The 

latter was important, because the District was moving all summer make-up courses 

toward being web-based courses held in computer labs. 

The District received most of the funding for all of its programs from the State.  

The State funded school districts’ K-12 students in both traditional and online courses up 

until the age of 21 or until high school graduation, whichever came first.  However, the 
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State would not use K-12 funding for Adult Basic Education (ABE) courses or programs, 

including course preparation for passing the General Equivalency Diploma (GED) test 

that was a high-school diploma alternative.  Therefore, although the GED program was 

an alternative means for students (even students under the age of 21) to earn a 

high-school diploma, because it was not funded in the K-12 setting, the online program 

did not sponsor GED test preparation as an online course. 

Using the researcher questionnaires to guide audio-taped interviews with various 

staff, the question was asked:  “Is there a course, or courses, which you would like to see 

offered online which is/are not currently being offered, and if so, which one(s)?”  One 

response received was that it would be good if students could have the opportunity to 

practice for their ACT and SAT college tests online (Interviewee V, audio-taped 

interview, March 19, 2008).   

In school year 2008-2009, the District’s counseling department purchased online 

preparation resources for both the American College Test (ACT) and Scholastic Aptitude 

Test (SAT), and made them available free online to District students through its Naviance 

portal.  The test preparations include SAT 1 and 2 and ACT 1 and 2, and the preparation 

areas included:  math, science, reading, and English (Interviewee A, personal 

communication, April 4, 2009; Interviewee M, personal communication, April 4, 2009).  

The Naviance portal itself was purchased by the State’s Department of Education for all 

public schools in the state (Interviewee A, personal communication, April 4, 2009). 

The District had a variety of ways in which students could prepare for various 

tests.  The District had a special student portal for State standardized test preparation.  
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When the State created new standardized test practice items, they were made accessible 

to District students on the portal.  In addition, ALC students had a link on the District’s 

ALC website to online test preparation resources found through Test Prep Review and 

CompuCram® Software (Test Prep Review, 2009). 

Because the District encouraged all students to prepare themselves for college, it 

began offering other test preparations through two online resources.  In school year 

2008-2009, the online program purchased the Apex Advanced Placement (AP) exam 

reviews, and made them available online to all of the District’s high schools (Interviewee 

A, personal communication, April 4, 2009).  The District also used the National 

Repository of Online Courses (NROC) that was able to provide AP science courses to its 

members in a Moodle environment (National Repository of Online Courses).  NROC was 

a project of The Monterey Institute for Technology and Education (MITE).  On April 4, 

2009, the NROC’s website reported that its AP science courses provided laboratory 

experiences through interactive lab simulations and virtual wet labs, but since the website 

was updated in January 2010, the website no longer goes into this specific detail about 

the types of labs, but has simplified its course description by merely stating that they are 

“interactive.” 

Future changes considered for the online program. 

In school year 2007-2008, the District was considering new technological 

possibilities for the future that would improve student curricular programs.  For example, 

the District considered expanding the use of e-reader devices, such as Epic (Epic 

Learning System), Kindle2 (Amazon, Kindle Wireless Reading Device), or other devices 
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onto which a textbook could be downloaded.  District staff liked the idea of a device that 

could provide digital curriculum without also providing the distractions of unlimited 

Internet access (Interviewee B, audio-taped interview, August 12, 2008). 

Some District-level stakeholders were looking into a curricular model whereby 

students would spend their last two years as high-school juniors and seniors out in the 

community participating in internships and other work- and career-related experiences.  

The online program would be integral in such a model.  For example, students using 

laptops could be given Wi-Fi accounts for extended access; from their various business- 

and career-related internship sites, and from home, they could access their school-

assigned digital curriculum.  They could exchange email with teachers and classmates, 

and they could participate in videoconferencing.  District leadership thought that such 

real world-of-work experiences would help students make a more informed decision 

about career-path options and help them choose the best post-secondary opportunities for 

themselves (Interviewee B, audio-taped interview, August 12, 2008). 

The drawback to such a model would be in finding the means to finance the 

laptop and Wi-Fi components for such a program.  The District had been negotiating with 

the City, U.S. Internet, and hardware and software providers to consider the financial 

feasibility of such a program (Interviewee B, audio-taped interview, August 12, 2008). 

In school year 2007-2008, the District was also considering the future option of 

providing a full-time online high school at a brick-and-mortar site.  If it were to do so, it 

could provide both hybrid courses to students and virtual online courses for which 

students would have a scheduled time to work at a computer. 
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The District as an ALC District with ALC and Online Programs Closely Associated 

The District’s online learning program was closely associated with the District’s 

ALC programs because both used computer-mediated content delivery.  Online learning 

course content was cloned and given to the District’s ALCs for use in ALC courses. 

The State’s website has stipulated that the ALC program is to serve the needs of 

at-risk students.  It is a credit “make-up” or credit “recovery” program with the two terms 

being used interchangeably.  District ALCs had two types of environments.  When 

providing after-school or summer-school learning in a traditional school site, they were 

referred to as Area Learning Centers.  ALCs were also referred to as Alternative Learning 

Centers when learning took place at an alternative school site.  Both types of ALCs were 

part of the same State ALC program (Interviewee W, audio-taped interview, March 28, 

2008) and operated under State and federal graduation incentive laws. 

In a very rare move, the State granted the entire District ALC status; therefore, 

extended learning took place in most of the District’s schools.  Administrators for the 

ALC program and the online program distinguished between the two programs’ learning 

environments by referring to ALC courses as being a “web-based” program as opposed to 

an “online” program.  “Web based” meant that ALC students learned computer-mediated 

course content in a school computer lab with a teacher present.  “Online” implied that a 

student was working on their course independently in a virtual online, asynchronous 

learning environment, probably from a computer at home. 

Some ALC and online students participated in hybrid courses that met in a 

computer lab during a class period during the regular school day.  Such hybrid courses 
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were able to simultaneously serve both ALC and online students in their web-based and 

virtual online courses.  They were hybrid-type courses in that students communicated 

online with their ALC and online teachers, but there was also a non-content area teacher 

available in their computer lab who could sometimes answer questions or help with 

computer technology problems.  

At-risk students could register in an online course.  However, if they were behind 

in credits, their high-school counselor may have recommended that they take an ALC 

after-school course instead of registering for an online course.  It was generally believed 

that courses taken in a traditional classroom environment were easier to pass than an 

online course, because a teacher would be physically present in a traditional classroom.  

If a student was unable to pass a course in a traditional classroom setting, school 

counselors were concerned about a student being able to succeed in an asynchronous 

online course where there was no teacher present.  Thus, a counselor was likely not to tell 

an at-risk student about the online course option.  The counselor would simply 

recommend that the student take an ALC hybrid course where a teacher would be present 

(Interviewee Z, audio-taped interview, December 11, 2007). 

It was argued by some staff associated with the ALC and online programs that it 

would be better to provide more interventions for traditional classroom students, 

particularly ninth graders, before they failed rather than waiting until they failed and then 

have them repeat the courses they failed, whether in summer school or in an online 

course (Interviewee D, audio-taped interview, March 28, 2008).   
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Course Requirements Needed for High School Graduation in the District 

The District, as a community of practice, provided online courses that primarily 

supported their students’ need to fulfill graduation requirements, and in doing so, the 

District received credit-recovery funding from the State.  There was no funding source 

that would promote students taking accelerated courses in order to graduate from high 

school earlier than usual (Interviewee F, audio-taped interview, June 9, 2008; Interviewee 

O, audio-taped interview, March 28, 2008). 

The District’s high school graduation course requirements needed to meet the 

State’s course requirements, but the State permitted some “local decisions” to be made in 

a few content areas.  Both the State and the District’s graduation course requirements are 

shown in Table 11. 
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Table 11 

Course Requirements Needed for High School Graduation in the District During School 

Year 2007-2008 

 
Content Area 

State 
Requirements 

in Years 

District 
Requirements 

in Years 
Language Arts 4 4 

Social Studies 3 4 

Economics .5 Taught in social studies department 

Science  
(incl. biology) 3 a 3 

Math 3a 3 

Arts 1 a 1 

Health/PE Local Standards 1 year each health and PE (2 yrs.) 

Career & Technical 
    Education (CTE) Local Standards Elective courses 

World Languages Local Standards Elective courses 

Electives  4.5 years 
Note.   a “A CTE course may fulfill a general science, math or arts credit requirement.” 

Three years of the District’s social studies courses were comprised of year-long 

courses that included:   Geography, World Studies, and U.S. History.  The fourth year 

was comprised of one semester each (half a year) of Government and Economics.  

Secondary English language arts courses were year-long courses and included:  English 

9, 10, 11, and 12.  There were also two semesters of health and physical education 

courses.  In the online program, the health courses were called:  Health Science 1 and 2; 

the two semesters of physical education courses were:  Fitness for Life 1 and 2.   
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Because the District required four and one-half years of electives, at least once 

while a student was in high school, they would need to take two elective courses in the 

same semester in order to complete high school in four years’ time.  In school year 2007-

2008, all except one of the District’s seven high schools were on a six-period day 

schedule (Interviewee AJ, personal communication, January 13, 2010).  This provided 

enough room in most students’ schedules to readily complete the required number of 

elective courses needed in order to graduate in four years (Interviewee P, personal 

communication, July 17, 2009).  Most of the District’s elective courses were one 

semester in length.  World languages and CTE courses were considered to be electives. 

Most District CTE courses were one semester in length and fulfilled an elective 

requirement.  The State permitted districts to choose which departments would teach 

some of the required courses.  The District in this case study generally chose not to have 

CTE programs offer required courses such as economics; economics was only offered in 

the District’s high-school social studies departments.  The District rarely permitted a CTE 

course to fulfill a general science or math credit, and only occasionally permitted a CTE 

department course to award an “arts” credit requirement.  One CTE program had an ALC 

after-school course offering a required art credit to students completing a year-long 

course.  It became the primary motivator for students to complete that particular CTE 

Area Learning Center course (Interviewee R, audio-taped interview, September 18, 

2008). 

Staff report that due to certain scheduling restrictions, more students needed to 

make-up core courses than electives.  For example, if a student did not pass a required 
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core course, perhaps through no fault of their own because they had moved, it was very 

difficult for that student to make up the course in their regular course schedule.  The 

District did not permit students to double-up on core courses within a department.  In 

other words, a student could not register simultaneously for two math or two English 

courses in their class schedule.  A student who was a senior could not simultaneously 

enroll in a required English 12 course and also take a make-up English 9 class they did 

not pass in the ninth grade; however, they were permitted to make up the English 9 

course online (Interviewee O, audio-taped interview, March 28, 2008). 

The Online Program’s Support of Online Teachers 

The online program worked closely with online teachers, helping them to develop 

online courses and providing them with the training they needed, but not without certain 

difficulties.  These are arranged in the following seven items: 

1. The teacher role in creating online courses. 

2. Choosing which courses would be taught online. 

3. Online program teacher training. 

4. Planned Moodle training for all District teachers. 

5. Difficulties with teacher-created courses. 

6. Teacher burn out. 

7. District efforts to retain health and PE courses. 

The teacher role in creating online courses. 

Since the beginning of the online program, the District’s courses were created by 

its teachers and staff; therefore, there was the continuing expectation that teachers would 
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create their own online courses, particularly in the instance where an online course did 

not already exist. 

Because the State required online teachers to be licensed in their instructional 

area, online teachers were considered to be content experts who could construct online 

courses; however, the District, and often the State, also needed to approve online courses 

created by teachers.   

In instructor interviews, the following question was asked:  “What rules are 

within your prerogative, which would yield differences in course experiences and 

outcomes?”  Teachers reported that they had a fair amount of autonomy with regard to 

the materials they selected for their courses as long as they covered the State’s graduation 

standards; however, they also indicated that they had spent a good deal of time creating 

their online courses, selecting from among the available resources to create 

course-content assignments and projects to meet graduation standards.   

For the most part, both online and ALC teachers created their own courses; 

however, ALC teachers were usually working with students who had failed a course and 

needed to make it up.  One teacher reported feeling challenged by trying to interest and 

motivate students in working on their computer-mediated course (Interviewee C, personal 

communication, April 29, 2008). 

While ALC and traditional classroom courses were required to meet State 

standards, each course was more-or-less a “standalone” course that was individually 

adapted to student needs.  Such courses were not accountable to the State to the same 

extent as online courses.  Every online course with content-area State standards needed to 
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prove to the State that it was meeting those standards; however health and PE, world 

languages, and CTE courses were governed by local district standards, not by State 

standards.  As a result, local school districts looked to national content-area standards for 

their guidance, and to the discretion of their curriculum and instruction departments.  

Nevertheless, each online course was reviewed by the State and was expected to maintain 

rigor and integrity because, in essence, it was a State-wide secondary online course 

offering. 

Any student in the State who was of high school age could register for an online 

course with any of the State’s certified online learning providers.  With students outside 

of the District registering for its online courses, the State assumed greater responsibility 

for course oversight.  While the State had always required online course instructors to be 

properly licensed teachers, it increasingly added requirements to online teacher 

responsibilities.  For example, the District’s online teachers needed to have telephone 

contact with students who stopped submitting assignments and appeared to be at-risk of 

dropping out; contact could no longer rely on emails alone that formerly had been the 

practice.  It was thought that telephone contact would help reduce the student dropout 

rate. 

Choosing which courses would be taught online. 

Most of the time, ALC program administrators and online learning administrators 

decided which courses were needed to meet student graduation needs; these courses 

became the courses that would be taught.  However, in at least one instance, a teacher 

initiated offering a new course.  They sought permission to offer an online/ALC 
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credit-recovery course to help engineering students make-up a course credit (Interviewee 

R, audio-taped interview, September 18, 2008).   

Online program teacher training. 

Online administrators reported their need to provide online teachers with the 

training necessary to maneuver in an online environment that was different from the 

traditional classroom within which they were used to teaching (Interviewee A, personal 

communication, March 22, 2007).  Administrators reported the need for teachers to 

transition from intuitive classroom student management techniques, to learning how to be 

attuned to student behaviors in an online environment, where teachers were not able to 

see the students.  Teachers needed to learn to use the technological metadata-gathering 

tools available.  They needed to learn how to monitor student behavior, such as when a 

student went online, how much time they spent online, and watching for patterns of work 

completion, turning in assignments, and test scores (Interviewee A, personal 

communication, March 22, 2007). 

Online teachers had a number of expectations placed upon them.  They were 

expected to avail themselves of the latest training opportunities so that they could learn to 

use the various affordances of online technology and systems provided by the District.  

For example, teachers were expected to learn how to use Moodle technology in order to 

better monitor their online students.  District administrators considered offering a 

certification for teachers who received online-course training, thus making such training 

mandatory for all District online teachers.  
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Because the integrity of online courses was important to the program, teachers 

were trained to watch for conflicts in time.  For example, if a student appeared to be 

going online at home in the middle of the day when they were scheduled to be in class, it 

might mean that someone else was doing the online assignments for them.  Teachers also 

were able to use tools to watch student behavior and discover if work was being 

plagiarized from the Internet (Interviewee A, personal communication, March 22, 2007). 

Over the course of time, training available for online teachers increased, but many 

of the original ALC instructors who had created and taught their secondary web-based 

ALC courses after school did not seek out additional training opportunities.  A number of 

them, in addition to teaching ALC courses after school, also taught full-time during the 

school day, so their time was very limited.  They were the instructors who were still using 

Beyond Books and not in the Moodle environment.  Not only were some of the ALC 

teachers finding it difficult to avail themselves of training opportunities, but they also 

found it difficult to collaborate with other ALC teachers due to lack of time and their 

teaching content.  ALC teachers at various school sites may have been the only one in 

their school teaching a particular grade-level or content-area; therefore, they were not 

able to collaborate with other ALC teachers in their school, while time constraints meant 

that ALC teachers were not brought together, as a rule, from across the District.  As a 

result, ALC teachers were left on their own to develop and plan their own courses 

(Interviewee C, audio-taped interview, November 18, 2007).    
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Planned Moodle training for all District teachers. 

Online teachers were often the first adopters of the newest in technology 

resources, and the first to seek out District training opportunities; however, the District 

also expanded its training sessions to include classroom teachers.  In the initial stage, the 

District trained classroom teachers in webpage design.  Then it moved classroom teachers 

into the second stage of training, that of learning Moodle.  In summer 2008, the District’s 

plan was for Moodle to provide the platform for all of the District’s teachers and students 

to become more interactive.  The District wanted the Moodle environment to provide a 

discussion forum that would extend beyond the classroom and, as result, extend the day 

for both learning and collegial discussion purposes.  District leadership anticipated that 

moving the entire District into the Moodle environment would permit greater and more 

extensive student engagement (Interviewee B, audio-taped interview, August 12, 2008). 

Difficulties with teacher-created courses. 

Initially, it was the District that recruited teachers to offer particular online 

courses.  A number of the original teachers were still teaching online courses.  Some, 

however, had turned over the courses they created to other teachers. 

In terms of efficiency, District administrators thought there was an advantage to 

packaging a course divided into course modules, or units, so that others could teach them.  

Cloning online courses for other teachers to use had the potential to eliminate duplication 

of teacher labor while providing rigorous courses that met State standards.  They 

supposedly would also make it easier to pass a course on to another teacher when one 

teacher retired or was no longer teaching it.   
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The District gave its popular health and PE courses to the State, and one of the 

District’s administrators who had helped develop the courses went around the State 

training out-state teachers how to use the materials.   

In school year 2008-2009, the online program cloned all of its courses and offered 

them to the District’s high schools for their use in traditional classrooms or in ALC 

after-school programs.  However, sharing courses presented difficulties.  Courses are best 

shared when they have been designed to be shared.  Teachers created courses for the way 

they taught.  Teaching and content knowledge have been a very individualized 

phenomena.   

When teachers have been asked to create courses and put them online to be 

shared, their role has been expanded from that of being content experts to also being 

technologically savvy course designers, understanding the affordances of online software 

and knowing how to create content to be shared.  Teachers have generally not been 

prepared for such role expansion.  Therefore, when a course was passed on for someone 

else to teach, difficulties arose because some information had not been made explicit.   

Teachers usually retain tacit knowledge that is not explicated in lesson plans.  The 

teachers themselves may not even be aware of their tacit knowledge, because teacher 

expertise is shared with students in ways that are unanticipated.  Even when using 

identical textbooks and online links, individual teacher expertise always comes into play. 

In addition to difficulty that results from tacit knowledge being retained by the 

teacher who created an online course, there were also technological difficulties.  For 

example, in an effort to avoid violating copyright law, District teachers could not simply 
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cut and paste copyrighted content into their online courses.  Avoiding copyright 

infringement could be time-consuming when it came to requesting copyright permissions 

that may not be granted.  The best way around the issue of copyrights was to insert links 

to the desired content, but links were regularly broken.  Links can be highly perishable 

with viability often lasting less than one year.  It takes continual vigilance by a teacher to 

update broken links, either by relocating the information or finding a suitable substitute. 

Another technological problem with cloned courses occurred when pictures and 

other graphics did not copy-over with a lesson.  In such cases, every time a course was 

cloned, in order to pass it on to another teacher, the pictures needed to be found once 

more and re-inserted into the cloned material (Interviewee G, audio-taped interview, June 

24, 2008). 

In one example of course cloning difficulties, when a social studies teacher passed 

off their online course to be taught in the future by another social studies teacher, the new 

teacher encountered major difficulties they did not know how to fix.  With the first 

teacher gone, the new teacher tried to get assistance from directors of the online learning 

program, all of whom were busy with their own teaching schedules.  Not having written 

the social studies course, the online program’s directors were unable to help the new 

teacher who was having problems with the cloned course (Interviewee G, audio-taped 

interview, June 24, 2008). 

Even in the instance when the instructor who wrote the online course was still 

available, it could be difficult to share a course.  As one instructor stated: 
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[Y]ou’ve got teachers who don’t understand why I wrote it the way I did, but ... 

they don’t know how to change it.  And now you’ve got somebody teaching 

somebody else’s curriculum, and there’s nothing that says what we wrote for 

curriculum is all that perfect.  I wrote it for me—for the way I teach and the way 

I communicate, and what I thought was important.  If the kids have questions 

about it, I at least know what my original intent was.  I can explain it to the kids.  

[When] somebody else is teaching my course, if the kids don’t get it, the teacher 

may not get it either....and now I’m taking all those phone calls....   

I think they’d be better off having all the ALC teachers write their own 

courses, but nobody wants to pay them to do the courseware.  It takes me 40 hours 

to write a course—minimum....I’ve written 16 to 18 of them, and some I’ve 

written two or three times, because other people take them over and start teaching 

them, and then they delete a bunch of stuff, and then they never put the new stuff 

in.  And so I have to go back and re-write.... 

[H]ere I’m writing my own textbooks, which is very interesting, because 

there’s nothing that says I’m qualified to do that (Interviewee G, audio-taped 

interview, June 24, 2008).   

Another instructor supported the estimate that it takes 40 hours, at least, to create 

a course (Interviewee C, personal communication, April 29, 2008). 

When it comes to online course creation, the District’s online program 

administrators preferred that online teachers create their own courses.  In the situation 

where teachers received a cloned online course, they were expected to modify the course 
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to meet the needs of their students and match their own teaching style.  They were 

expected to maintain the course, including fixing any broken links, preferably without 

imposing upon the course creators, because the original course creators were most likely 

carrying the burden of their own teaching load that included continued course creation 

and maintenance of their new courses.   

The expanding roles of teachers can only be expected to expand further with the 

increase in technological advancements and increases in accountability.  For example, the 

online program had clear student expectations when it came to submitting lessons to their 

online teachers based on a particular course-schedule timeline.  However, when a student 

neither submitted lessons nor communicated with the teacher, the State required the 

online teacher to try to contact the student and/or parent by telephone in order to find out 

what was happening and try to encourage the student to continue their coursework.   

For full-time online students, a letter also had to be sent home, and an attempt 

made to have a parent meeting.  Students and families who ignored all efforts by the 

online program to contact them, and who did not commence work, were then dropped or 

withdrawn from classes (Interviewee F, audio-taped interview, June 9, 2008). 

Teacher burn out.   

In its first full school year of online program operation in 2003-2004, the District 

employed teachers already teaching full-time in the classroom, asking them to both create 

online courses and teach them, with extra payment being made only for teaching, not for 

time spent creating the course.  Feedback from this effort led to the proposal that this 

teaching schedule be modified in the future to permit teachers to cut back on their 
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classroom teaching to 80 percent time, and then to teach an online course for the 

remaining 20 percent of their salary schedule (Interviewee A, audio-taped interview, 

December 1, 2008).  However, for the most part, that did not happen.  In school year 

2007-2008, many ALC teachers who were teaching an after-school ALC course or an 

online course on extended time were also teaching a full course load during the day.  

Despite the heavier teaching load, there were always teachers willing to take on the 

additional course in order to boost their teacher salary, but then they may have 

experienced feeling burned-out (Interviewee E, audio-taped interview, March 28, 2008). 

One instructor interview question asked, “Is there any issue which I have not 

addressed, or not adequately addressed, that you would like to mention as being 

important for me to better understand taking online courses from an instructor’s 

perspective?”  Some teachers responded to this question by reporting that they were 

feeling burned out from teaching during the day and then interacting with their online 

students.  One instructor reported that they would not be teaching an ALC course the 

following year, because staying after school with students meant that they were 

struggling finding the time to get their daytime course papers graded.  They were taking 

papers home to correct every night and felt that it was taking a toll on their health 

(Interviewee V, audio-taped interview, March 19, 2008). 

Another teacher expressed the frustration that they sensed everyone was too busy 

to even recognize all the hard work they did.  Instead, they received complaints from 

student advocates, such as a student’s social worker, asking why the grades for the 

student they represented had not been turned in as quickly as they would have liked.  
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Such complaints usually came after the student had procrastinated for the entire course, 

and then turned in everything at once.  This often occurred over holiday breaks, so that 

the teacher was unable to take a break and enjoy the holidays with family and friends 

(Interviewee E, audio-taped interview, March 28, 2008). 

Teachers risked the potential for burnout in order to be of service to their students, 

and often because they were asked to teach a course by a District administrator.  In 

exchange for teaching an after-school ALC web-based course or an online course, often 

not part of the teacher salary schedule, teachers received supplemental pay that was 

usually based on the number of students in their ALC or online course.   

District efforts to retain health and PE courses. 

The District was a strong supporter of health and PE courses, course which 

encouraged lifelong student habits for healthy living (Grayson, 2010, January).  The State 

did not require any health or PE courses at the secondary level, but left the decision up to 

local school districts to decide what they would provide.  In school year 2007-2008, the 

District required its students to take a full year of health and a full year of PE courses at 

the secondary level in order to graduate, which was more than other districts in the State 

required.  District administrators often had to defend the importance of retaining the four 

core health and PE courses.  At a February 28, 2008 professional workshop the District 

held for health and PE teachers, District curriculum and instruction leadership at the 

workshop reported: 

There isn’t a week or almost a day that goes by that at least part of my day isn’t 

spent trying to save 2-credits of health and 2-credits of phy. ed.; and that is not an 
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overstatement in the least.  [Another colleague]...was here for a State-wide 

teaching network.  We went around and checked it.  About half the people said 

they are trying to cut phy. ed.  In [our District]..., we probably require more than 

almost anybody in the state right now.  Two solid credits for each.  That is highly 

unusual in terms of where we are at today (Interviewee L, District workshop, 

February 28, 2008). 

At the workshop, a number of concerns were raised regarding the online 

program’s health and PE courses, which included: 

1. The District’s request for more site-based online health and PE teachers.  

2. Competition between the online program and traditional classroom teachers 

for District health and PE students. 

3. The desire for State standards for health and PE. 

4. The need to defend online PE courses and their content. 

Due to the popularity of the online health and PE courses, the District wanted 

more health and PE teachers to teach the online courses to students in their respective 

buildings.  They asked teachers to seriously consider being the one in their building to 

provide the courses, rather than having their students served by an online teacher at a 

different site.  

 District leadership assured health and PE teachers at the February 2008 workshop 

that online courses were saving teacher jobs.  Most of the District curriculum and 

instruction leadership were once teachers themselves.  At the workshop, District 

administrators explained that, far from the online program competing for teacher jobs, it 
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was actually saving jobs, because in the past students had been able to get waivers to 

forego taking health and PE courses if including them in their schedule meant they were 

not going to graduate on time.  With the online course option, there was no longer 

justification to support student waivers for health and PE courses.  As a result, the online 

program had been able to save teaching positions and retain the requirement that all 

District students take the four core health and PE courses.   

At the February 2008 workshop, District leadership reported that they would like 

to see health and PE standards established by the State, instead of leaving standards up to 

individual localities.  The leadership said, “[We’re] trying to get standards inserted,” 

adding that, together with [the next contiguous state], “we don’t have any standards in 

[our State].  We’re the only ones in the country that don’t have phy. ed. standards.  There 

are no requirements” (Interviewee L, District workshop, February 28, 2008).  Without the 

presence of State-level standards, the District’s health and PE program was vulnerable to 

proponents within the District who wanted to get rid of the District’s graduation 

requirement for the four core health and PE courses. 

At the February 2008 professional workshop, District leadership said they 

understand the arguments being waged against offering health and PE courses online, to 

which they responded: 

Some of the push-back that you get about online—that’s not just going to happen 

in...[our District], that’s going to happen all over the United States; so your 

concerns about it are absolutely valid.  I would accept every one of them.  In 

today’s marketplace, however, we’ve got to have all the tools in the basket we can 
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have to maintain what we’ve got if we want to keep the two credits of health and 

two credits of phy. ed., because there’s always a group of high-school principals 

and other administrators who would love to get rid of that part of it, because it’s a 

problem for them.  They don’t like it.  It’s a stumbling block.  It’s easier not to 

have it there.  Would there still be [health and PE] electives?  Yes.  But would 

they rather not have any requirement for graduation?  Yes.  And so to have online 

is one of those options for kids.  At this point, it’s a delicate balance, because we 

are fulfilling the needs of some of these kids that principals and parents are going 

to go to the mat for (Interviewee L, District workshop, February 28, 2008).   

In addition to District curriculum and instruction leadership advocating for health 

and PE courses within the District, they also needed to explain the local standards to State 

legislators who received complaints from some of their constituents who found the 

District’s health and PE online requirements too restrictive.  At the February 28 

workshop, District leadership reported: 

I don’t know if you followed the Legislature last fall.  I got this long email from a 

legislator’s assistant asking me, “Why wasn’t this student taking squash at [a local 

community college]—why didn’t that count for Fitness for Life 1?”  And so I 

wrote a lengthy missive that was about 3 pages long....I wrote this back to the 

Legislator, and I said, “This is why.  If you were taking a subtraction course at 

[the local community college], and you went back to your counselor and said, 

‘I want this to count for Algebra 1,’ the counselor would say, ‘Subtraction’s a part 
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of algebra, but is it ALL of algebra?  No.’  Is squash a part of Fitness for Life 1?  

Probably.  Is it ALL of Fitness for Life 1?  Absolutely not. 

District curriculum and instruction leadership continued addressing the health and 

PE teachers present at the February 28 workshop by saying: 

I’m not selling online to you.  I’m not here as a salesperson, you know.  I’m here 

to speak to you in terms of the reality of the situation.  Our jobs... I mean, I’m 

fighting for the concept [of supporting student needs], but I’m also fighting for 

you guys.  I want you to have your job and your health benefits and your pay; and 

if I have to do what I have to do to keep those two credits, I’ll do anything that I 

can as long as I have this job (Interviewee L, District workshop, February 28, 

2008).   

As will be shown in Chapter 5, in school year 2007-2008 two-thirds of the 

District’s online program courses were completed by mostly International Baccalaureate 

students taking required District health and PE courses online, because their rigorous IB 

course schedule did not have enough room in it for all required courses if a student was to 

graduate on time.  Students found it tacitly acceptable to take an online course either 

because they did not have room in their course-schedule for a course needed to graduate, 

or in order to free up time so they could take band or another course they preferred to 

take in a face-to-face environment. 

However, some IB Programme leadership in the District cited the District’s 

IB Programme as representing conflicting positions with regard to online courses, 

particularly PE courses.  The International Baccalaureate Programme began offering 
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some IB courses online beginning in September 2009, although the District itself did not 

offer any IB courses online.   Although the IB Programme in Geneva, Switzerland, was 

piloting some online courses in the United States, and permitted students in the District’s 

eleventh and twelfth grades to take physical education online, when it came to the IB 

program’s Middle Years Programme (MYP), IB in Geneva did not permit MYP students 

to take online courses, including physical education courses.  For MYP students, physical 

education was considered to be integral to the school experience and, therefore, physical 

education courses had to be incorporated into the school day schedule (Interviewee AH, 

personal communication, November 19, 2009). 

Some District IB program administrators found a conflict between IB students in 

the upper grades finding it necessary to take online health and PE, while IB in Geneva 

would not permit Middle Year Programme students to take PE online.  According to one 

IB administrator, if the District were to move more high schools from a six-period day to 

a seven-period day, IB students would have room in their schedules to take regular health 

and PE courses, eliminating the need for many of the students to take health and PE 

online (Interviewee AH, personal conversation, November 19, 2009).   

Legislated Programs, Funding, and State Requirements 

In school year 2007-2008, the District operated within an external environment of 

various legislated federal and State programs that were capable of providing funds for 

District programs, while at the same time establishing various requirements.  These are 

outlined below as: 

1. Title I and II, E-Rate, and referendum funding. 
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2. State’s general education funding. 

3. Different State regulations for ALC and online programs. 

4. Credit by assessment law. 

5. The District’s concern for timely graduation rates. 

Title I and II, E-Rate, and referendum funding. 

The Alternative/Area Learning Center (ALC) program received federal Title One 

funds (U.S. Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, Title I—Financial 

Assistance To Local Educational Agencies For The Education Of Children Of Low-

Income Families).  The ALC program worked closely with the District’s online program.   

In addition to receiving Title I and Title II funding, every year the District applied 

for E-Rate funding that paid for some of the District’s infrastructure costs (Interviewee B, 

audio-taped interview, August 12, 2008).  The E-Rate, as part of the Telecommunications 

Act of 1996, provided a discount of 20 to 90 percent of the costs of telecommunication 

services.  The E-Rate provided discounted rates on “Internet access and internal 

connections necessary for deploying technology into the classroom” (U.S. Government, 

E-Rate Questions and Answers).  The infrastructure enhancements were beneficial to all 

District programs, including ALC, online, and traditional classroom programs.  When the 

online program began in 2003, the infrastructure necessary to support it expanded with 

the help of the federal E-Rate program.  Every year the District applied for E-Rate 

monies (Interviewee B, audio-taped interview, August 12, 2008), but they were not 

directly associated with the online program.   



Running head:  CASE STUDY OF A SCHOOL DISTRICT’S ONLINE PROGRAM 154 

 

 

Funding that covered both ALC and online credit recovery was part of the State’s 

“graduation incentive laws,” that in turn were part of the “Dropout Prevention, Retention 

and Graduation Initiative” federally funded under “No Child Left Behind Title I, Part H 

Dropout Prevention” (United States Government, 2001).  On November 4, 2008, the 

residents of the City voted to support the District’s technological needs by passing a 

technology referendum.  In addition, the District’s school board provided the online 

program with its own line item in the budget, because the program was not economically 

sustained by State-provided tax dollars alone (Interviewee W, audio-taped interview, 

March 28, 2008). 

State’s general education funding. 

The State was one of 22 states that allowed students to attend virtual schools with 

the State paying for the courses with tax dollars.  The State’s approved online programs 

competed for a portion of the funds provided to traditional students’ enrolling districts 

and for State-approved funding that accompanied home-schooled students who took 

online courses.  The State distributed education revenue to public school districts and 

certified online programs based on a formula calculated on Average Daily Membership 

(ADM).   Table 12 shows the weights used by the State in school-year 2007-2008 when 

calculating ADM formulas.  The full-time virtual students who enrolled in the District’s 

online courses included both home-schooled students and fifth-year seniors.  They were 

eligible for ADM weighting at their grade level.  Both ALC after-school students and 

supplemental online students working to graduate on time were eligible for extended time 

weighting.  Extended-time funding permitted ALC and online programs to receive 
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funding for credit-recovery courses that extended beyond the normal school day 

schedule.  There was a cap on extended time of .2 additional ADMs per student. 

Table 12 

State’s Weighting of Students ADM General Education Funding in School Year 2007-

2008 

Grade Level ADM Weight 

K 0.557 

1-3 1.115 

4-6 1.06 

7-12 1.3 

Additional Extended Time 
Cap for At-Risk Students 0.2 

Note.  Funding source is in a June 12, 2008 report by the State’s Program Finance Director. 

The amount of ADM dollars could be divided among school districts if a student 

took an online course from a school district that was outside of the enrolling district 

where the student was enrolled during the day (Interviewee A, audio-taped interview, 

December 1, 2003). 

Different State regulations for ALC and online programs.  

The District’s ALC program and online learning program operated under different 

State laws.  The ALC program operated under graduation incentive laws (Interviewee W, 

audio-taped interview, March 28, 2008), although some online-courses also qualified for 

graduation incentive law status.   

Grading practices also differed between ALC and online programs.  ALC 

credit-recovery courses at the secondary level were graded only on a “credit/no credit” 
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basis, while online-program students had the choice of registering for either “credit/no 

credit” or “A to F” grading. 

Some of the ALC and online program laws pertained to student-teacher 

interaction.  For example, the State required ALC students to meet with teachers in a 

face-to-face setting 75 percent of the time they spent working on their course.  When it 

came to online students, the State required them to meet with their teacher face-to-face at 

least three times during the term, but online students did not have the 75 percent rule as 

was required with the ALC program students (Interviewee A, personal communication, 

March 22, 2007).  The differences between the two rules was recognition that additional 

scaffolding and support were generally needed by ALC students, who were considered to 

be “at-risk” students needing to make up course credits. 

For online courses, first face-to-face encounters between a student and the 

online-course teacher took place at an online-course registration and orientation session.  

Subsequent meetings were held at the discretion of the online teacher.  Some teachers 

required that students personally attend each testing session, while others may have 

required students to attend science labs of various types. 

Although the State tried to require three face-to-face encounters between a student 

and their online-course teacher, there were several obstacles to such meetings.  For one 

thing, some students were not able to travel to another school site as in the instance of a 

student who was hospitalized or incarcerated.  There was also reluctance on the part of 

some students for face-to-face meetings.  As one online instructor reported, “Online, to 

them, is online.  That’s all they know.  That’s the students’ perception.  They came here, 
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but they seemed like it was the hardest thing in the world, and they were very resistant” 

(Interviewee E, audio-taped interview, March 28, 2008).  Whatever students may have 

thought, when it came to K-12 online program regulations, State law prevailed, although 

exceptions were made in the instance where students were incarcerated or hospitalized. 

Both the online and ALC programs accessed the same stream of funding where 

credit make-up was involved, which included all ALC courses and many online courses 

taken by a student for credit make-up purposes. 

With regard to the online program, the State began increasing its oversight of all 

public secondary online courses and programs certified by the State as Online Learning 

Providers (OLP).  In addition to the State needing to approve each online course to ensure 

that it was providing sufficient content rigor and included the State graduation standards, 

since July 15, 2009, new annual reporting requirements were put into place.  Online 

providers had a number of new responsibilities regarding their students’ and had to report 

online program registrations, withdrawals, dropouts, and student course-credit attainment.    

Credit by assessment law. 

The Midwestern State had to approve every course placed online for its 

sufficiency.  The State determined the graduation standards that needed to be met in order 

for online students to receive a course credit in those content areas where the State had 

standards.  The State also had a “Credit by Assessment” law.  The Credit by Assessment 

standards and requirements were the same as those in “regular” online program courses, 

with the exception that there was no teaching involved.  As one administrator stated, “In 

theory, a student would come in; they would do the Credit by Assessment packet.  If they 
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passed it, they would get their credits.  Now that’s a State law for all subject areas.  Not 

many kids do it, and not many kids would probably be successful.  And if you don’t pass 

the Credit by Assessment, then you HAVE to take the class” (Interviewee L, audio-taped 

interview, March 18, 2008).  In an effort to ensure that students could receive course 

credit by testing out of a course, in summer 2007 the board approved a new policy related 

to Credit by Assessment and approved all of the procedures in the student application 

process for requesting a Credit by Assessment packet. 

The District’s concern for timely graduation rates. 

In face-to-face interviews, District administrators were asked about the District’s 

concern for timely student graduation rates and, in particular, was the District seeing any 

gaps among racial groups in terms of the length-of-time needed to graduate.  Questions 

asked included:  (a) “When it comes to timely high-school graduation, are there any 

pressures on the District, as a State school district, to have students graduate on time?” 

(b) “Does the District experience greater pressure to have minority students graduate on 

time?” and (c) “To what extent does the District view online courses as a means to aid 

students with a timely graduation?” 

One administrator said that they had seen no “evidence of a gap in on-time 

graduation rates for minority students,” but added, “I wish there was some more pressure 

to those kids, but I don’t see any” (Interviewee S, audio-taped interview, March 7, 2008).   

At the time of this case study in school year 2007-2008, the State used an 

Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) formula for calculating a district’s graduation rate by 

putting the number of all students who graduated in spring 2008 in the numerator; the 
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denominator was comprised of the total number of student graduates, plus the number of 

ninth graders who dropped out in 2005, tenth graders in 2006, eleventh graders in 2007, 

and twelfth graders in 2008.  Some students were recognized as requiring additional time 

in which to graduate.  They included students with disabilities and recent immigrants 

needing more time in which to learn English.  They were considered as having graduated 

on time.  The District reported a 2008 AYP graduation rate for several minorities as being 

lower than that of the overall District graduation rate.  At the end of school year 

2007-2008, the overall dropout rate for the District was 23.6 percent, but for Hispanics it 

was 40.9 percent, for American Indians the dropout rate was 42.6 percent, for blacks it 

was 33 percent, for Asians it was 17.5 percent, and for whites it was 7 percent.   

Anecdotally, a number of District statisticians, administrators, and auxiliary staff 

agreed that the District’s support of the online program was one way in which the District 

was trying to provide a variety of opportunities for students to take courses and graduate 

on time (Interviewee L, audio-taped interview, March 18, 2008; Interviewee S, audio-

taped interview, March 7, 2008; Interviewee Y, audio-taped interview, December 12, 

2007). 

The District referred to all seniors who were in their fifth year or above as “super 

seniors” (Interviewee AF, personal communication, November 19, 2009).  From the 

online program’s beginning in school year 2003-2004, there were “super seniors” 

enrolling in online courses.  In some instances, a student may have dropped out of high 

school with only one or two courses remaining, and then returned a year or two later and 

enrolled in an online course in the hopes of finally completing high school (Interviewee 
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A, personal communication, September 16, 2004).  Such a student would have their 

“dropout” expunged and be viewed as “continuing their education.”  Under the 2007-

2008 formulation of the State’s Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) Graduation Rate, any 

student who graduated or who continued their education helped the District’s graduation 

rate metric.   

The new federal Adjusted Cohort Graduation Rate (ACGR) was expected to take 

full effect in school year 2011-2012.  Its formulation begins with the total number of 

first-time ninth grade students and then calculates the total number of students who 

transfer in and transfer out, as well as the number of students who dropped out between 

ninth and twelfth grades (Wolfe, 2009, July).  It is a complicated formulation that even 

tries to account for the student who drops out of high school, returns, and then drops out 

again to prevent the student from being counted as a dropout twice.  In 2009, the ACGR 

was not recognizing special education or Limited English Proficiency students’ 

alternative certificates as being on-time graduations (Wolfe, 2009, July).  

Four-year and five-year graduation-rate metrics scheduled to replace the 

2007-2008 AYP graduation rate not only took into account the number and percent of 

students who graduate and dropout, but also students who continue their studies and 

students for whom no information is known.  The additional two categories tend to 

reduce both the graduation and dropout rates. 

In school year 2007-2008, the District’s AYP graduation rate was 76.4 percent 

and the dropout rate was 23.6 percent.  However, under the newer policy of a four-year 

graduation rate, the graduation percentage rate would shrink to 43.4 percent and the 
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dropout rate would shrink to 15.8 percent.  Both rates would be reduced by the two new 

categories.  In school year 2007-2008, 28.8 percent of students were still continuing with 

their high-school education and there was no known information for another 12 percent 

of students (Interviewee AF, personal communication, November 19, 2009).  In an all too 

common occurrence, students may suddenly move out of state without notifying the 

school District.  Therefore, the school District has no way of knowing what happens to a 

number of its students. 

As part of a large urban population, many of the District’s students are highly 

mobile or even homeless.  In 2007, the United States had: 

[N]early 800,000 homeless children...enrolled in public schools—up 17 percent 

from the year before, according to the U.S. Department of Education....[A]s 

unemployment and foreclosures continue to rise, the rate of homelessness is 

expected to follow the same grim climb (Flannery, 2010, January/February, p.24).   

The District had an explicit policy in place for serving the educational needs of its 

many highly mobile and homeless students; nevertheless, such students were particularly 

difficult to keep track of, and many ended up in the category of “unknown status” when it 

came to trying to track longitudinal graduation rates based on ninth-grade cohorts.  Of the 

four largest school districts in the State in school year 2007-2008, the District had the 

highest percentage rate of students whose status was unknown. 

The District’s State permitted any of its public school students to attend any 

public school district of their choice without charging tuition, provided their family was 

willing to provide the transportation.  According to the State’s website, in school year 
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2008-2009, more than 30,000 students participated in open enrollment, taking advantage 

of courses and curriculum not available in their own school district.  Students were 

required to apply for open enrollment to the district of their choice by January 15 for the 

following school year. 

In school year 2008-2009, 12,978 students who lived within the District’s 

geographic boundaries left the District’s schools in order to attend an educational 

program other than one provided by the District.  In other words, more than 25 percent of 

students living within the District left for other school alternatives.  At the same time, 

1,509 students living outside of the District chose to attend District schools.  These 

student totals were not from just one school year, but had accumulated over a number of 

years due to open enrollment.  According to the State’s website, in school year 

2007-2008 alone, the rate of student transfers into the District was 10 percent, while 

12 percent transferred out of the District.  In addition, the District has seven large high 

schools from which students could choose.  Nine percent of students moved around each 

year among the District’s various schools.  Taken all together, these transfer rates 

indicated high rates of student mobility.  It has been stated that new federal 

graduation-rate formulations will benefit states where students do not have a choice 

regarding which public school they may attend.  Students would then tend to stay in their 

local community school.  However, with open enrollment and high rates of student 

mobility, student enrollment is often unclear.  As a result, new graduation rates may 

become a measure of student mobility more than a comparable measure of graduation 

rates (Interviewee AF, personal communication, November 18, 2009; Wolfe, 2009, July). 
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Between 2007 and 2009, the District’s online program helped some students 

graduate on time, and for those requiring additional time in which to graduate, it provided 

“super seniors” with a full-time online option to complete their high school education.  

These efforts helped the District’s AYP graduation rate formulations during those years 

(Interviewee AF, personal communication, November 18, 2009). 

Summary of Historical Findings 

Chapter 4 focused on qualitative interview data that addressed research question 

three.  A review of the history of the District’s online program found an evolution in its 

course offerings and several factors that led to changes in the online program.  In 

addition, there was a close association between the District-wide ALC program and the 

online program, with the District’s online learning program primarily serving 

academically proficient students, while the ALC program, by State law, served at-risk 

students.  Legislated programs, funding, and State requirements established explicit rules 

for the District’s online program that differed from the rules established for ALC courses. 

Although the District’s online program tested a pilot online program in summer 

2002, it was not until school year 2003-2004 that, as a State-approved online certified 

provider, the District began offering online courses.  The District’s teachers and staff 

created the online course offerings. 

In line with one of its missions to provide online elective courses that had been 

squeezed out of most high schools, the online program offered several elective courses in 

the beginning, but they were not continued.  By school year 2007-2008, the online 
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program primarily offered required core-courses to meet the needs of students to make-up 

course credits and to graduate on time.   

As with many large, inner-city public school districts, the District followed the 

funding streams provided by the State and the federal government.  As a result, funding 

restrictions impacted the online program’s agenda, making it difficult to offer accelerated 

courses to students and keeping the focus on credit recovery and timely graduation.  The 

online program benefitted from various federal technology funding programs, including 

Title I and II, E2-T2, and the E-Rate, that laid the groundwork for much of the District’s 

technological infrastructure.  A District technology referendum that passed made the 

addition of new computer labs in schools possible in preparation for the State moving its 

graduation tests away from a paper-pencil format to a computerized format. 

By fall 2009, the District’s online program had become ubiquitous within the 

District.  All of the program’s courses were cloned and given to the high schools, where 

individual classroom teachers could use the modules in them, or the ALC programs could 

use them in their entirety.  The online program was planning to create online courses for 

all courses offered at the high-school level.  This development coincided with increased 

technology installed in high school traditional classrooms that included whiteboards, 

document cameras, and multimedia devices, together with various wireless technologies, 

all of which enabled the potential use of online course materials in traditional classrooms. 

Staff interviews indicated that District teacher-created online courses produced a 

number of difficulties when cloned and passed on to other teachers.  In particular, 

teachers often retained much tacit knowledge that could not be cloned.  In addition, 
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online courses often contained a number of links that become broken and had to be either 

renewed or replaced.  It was also common for some graphics and other items not to clone 

well and to need replacing.   

When teachers are asked to create courses and put them online to be shared, their 

role is expanded from that of being content experts to also being technologically savvy 

course designers, an expansion of their role for which they have generally not been 

prepared.   

In addition to struggles with cloned courses, staff interviews also highlighted 

teacher expressions of feeling burned out, particularly when asked to teach an online 

course in addition to teaching a full traditional classroom load. 

Four-year and five-year graduation-rate metrics scheduled to replace the 

2007-2008 AYP graduation rate by school year 2011-2012, not only take into account the 

number and percent of students who graduate and dropout, but also students who 

continue their studies and students for whom no information is known.  The additional 

two categories tend to reduce both the graduation and dropout rates. 
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Chapter 5:  Findings 

Both statistical descriptive data and qualitative interview data address the research 

question of this case study:  How might the phenomenon of taking online courses by a 

diverse body of high-school students in an inner-city public school district be understood 

and described from the perspectives of various stakeholders comprising an activity 

domain, a domain that includes students, parents-or-guardians, instructors, and 

administrators?  The data also address three sub-research questions, which include: 

1. What are some of the factors motivating secondary students in the District to 

take an online course?    

2. What attributes and social capital might a secondary student bring with them 

to meet the challenges of a secondary online course that will make successful 

online course completion for credit more likely within the District’s activity 

domain?   

3. What are the District and its stakeholders, as a community of practice (COP) 

and large inner-city school district, currently doing in an attempt to assist its 

diverse body of secondary students taking online courses?   

Given the lack of student response to the researcher’s student questionnaires, the 

three research questions are mainly supported by staff interviews and District archival 

data.  Statistics also illuminated online student course completions, but not withdrawal or 

dropout data, because there were no data with regard to dropout rates during school year 

2007-2008. 
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Research Question 1:  What are some of the factors motivating secondary 

students in the District to take an online course?    

One of the purposes in conducting this case study was to try to answer the 

question, “What are some of the factors motivating secondary students in the District to 

take an online course,” both in terms of personal motivations, and how those motivations 

might fit into the District as a community of practice (COP).  Data have been divided into 

the following seven areas: 

1. District online course frequencies. 

2. Student demographics in the District’s seven largest high schools. 

3. Relationship of students’ ethnicity with course selection and outcome. 

4. Relationship of students’ year in school with course selection and outcome. 

5. Relationship of students’ gender with course selection and outcome. 

6. Relationship of online course title with course outcome. 

7. Student course-format preferences. 

There were limited data with regard to student survey responses which give 

insight into student motivations for taking online courses.  Most student responses came 

from one hybrid online course attended by the researcher in which 14 out of 15 students 

responded to the researcher-created student survey posted on Zoomerang, and providing 

anecdotal data.  Thirteen students out of 14 (93 percent) reported that they were taking 

their online course “in order to graduate on time” (Zoomerang data, March 12, 2008).  

To the question:  “What are the main reasons you have chosen to take an online course at 

this time?  (Check all that apply)” all 14 students reported that they needed to “make up a 
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credit.”  The students checked additional responses, as well.  One student checked, 

“My class schedule is full and this is the only way I can take this class;” one student also 

checked, “I am curious about taking an online course to see what it is like.”  Only 2 of the 

14 students reported that they were taking an elective credit they needed in order to 

graduate, perhaps meaning that the remaining 12 students were making up required core 

courses online. 

One student responded that they had never taken “algebra in high school” before.  

None of the students responded that they needed their course for college. 

None of the students responded that they were taking their online course because 

they had a personal interest in the subject.  One teacher supporting the lack of students 

taking a course for personal interest responded, “Oh no!  No, they don’t do anything for 

personal interest.  It’s graduation requirements, ‘period’!” (Interviewee N, audio-taped 

interview, March 26, 2008).   

In another attempt to ascertain some student perspectives about the District’s 

online program, the researcher presented the student survey to one small, first-hour 

traditional classroom of 10 senior social-studies students.  The 18 year olds agreed to take 

the researcher-created survey in a paper-pencil format that generated anecdotal data.  

Six students said they preferred the traditional classroom.  Even though they had never 

taken an online course before, they said they would be willing to take one if necessary in 

order to graduate, in the event that (a) there was no time for the course in their daytime 

class schedule; (b) they would take an online course if they needed to make up a credit; 
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and (c) they would take an elective course online if they needed another elective credit in 

order to graduate. 

In face-to-face interviews, teachers were asked, “In your opinion, what are some 

of the factors motivating secondary students to take an online course?”  All expressed the 

belief that students, especially seniors, were primarily motivated to take online courses 

and ALC hybrid web-based courses in order to graduate and that students particularly 

wanted to graduate on time in order to avoid the need to attend summer school.   

Thus, students and staff both expressed the general consensus that students were 

primarily motivated to take online courses and ALC hybrid web-based courses in order to 

graduate.  The descriptive statistical data seems to bear this out. 

The online program offered mostly credit-recovery core courses that promoted 

high school graduation.  Table 13 indicates that out of 29 course-title offerings online 

students completed during school year 2007-2008, the vast majority were core courses.  

Health and PE online courses provided students with an opportunity to take District-

required courses that did not fit into their schedules; therefore, the District permitted them 

to take the courses online even though the State did not fund them unless they were failed 

courses that, for the most part, they were not.  Students were usually taking them for the 

first time. 

District online course frequencies. 

Table 13 indicates that the four health and physical education core courses were 

the District’s most in-demand online courses; they also had the highest passing rate 

among course completions.  In school year 2007-2008, the four core health and PE 
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courses constituted 69.3 percent of online course completions with an overall passing rate 

of 93 percent.   

Table 13 indicates that other online core courses and electives account for 

30.7 percent of completed online course; they had an overall lower passing rate of 

58.9 percent.  Students not enrolled in a health or PE online course, failed their completed 

online courses 41.1 percent of the time.  Many of the required core academic courses had 

the highest failure rates, including core courses in the math, social studies, and language 

arts departments.  Table 13 figures do not take into consideration students who dropped 

out of online courses, because those data were not available. 

In Table 13, 41.7 percent more students registered for Health 2 than Health 1.  It 

was possible that some students completed Health 1 in the classroom and then took 

Health 2 online in order to complete their health requirements and graduate on time.  In 

addition, with a 95.5 percent passing rate, Health 2 had the highest passing rate of any 

online course completed by more than a dozen students. 
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Table 13 

Frequency of Completed Online Courses by Course Title and Pass/Fail in SY 2007-2008 

Course Title 

Pass/Fail Course Grade   % of 
Pass/ 
Fail 

Freq. 

Total 
% of 
all 

courses 
Fail (No Credit) Pass (Credit) Total  
Freq. Row % Freq. Row % Freq. 

Health 1 21 6.3 310 93.7 331 100% 16.6 
Health 2 21 4.5 448 95.5 469 100% 23.5 
Physical education 1 28 9.9 256 90.1 284 100% 14.2 
Physical education 2 26 8.7 272 91.3 298 100% 14.9 

Sub-Total 96 6.9% 1,286 93.1% 1,382 100% 69.3% 
Pre-Algebra 0  0.0 3 100.0 3 100% 0.2 
Algebra 1 21 39.6 32 60.4 53 100% 2.7 
Algebra 2 14 70.0 6 30.0 20 100% 1.0 
Geometry 16 39.0 25 61.0 41 100% 2.1 
Math-Independent Study 2 16.7 10 83.3 12 100% 0.6 
Geography 10 45.5 12 54.6 22 100% 1.1 
World Studies 20 64.5 11 35.5 31 100% 1.6 
US History 20 40.0 30 60.0 50 100% 2.5 
Government 6 18.2 27 81.8 33 100% 1.7 
Economics 10 34.5 19 65.5 29 100% 1.5 
Digital Art 4 66.7 2 33.3 6 100% 0.3 
Art History 7 22.6 24 77.4 31 100% 1.6 
Language Arts 8  0 0.0 10 100.0 10 100% 0.5 
English 9 22 66.7 11 33.3 33 100% 1.7 
English 10 21 65.6 11 34.4 32 100% 1.6 
English 11 12 35.3 22 64.7 34 100% 1.7 
English 12 24 55.8 19 44.2 43 100% 2.2 
Spanish 1 4 36.4 7 63.6 11 100% 0.6 
Spanish 2 3 50.0 3 50.0 6 100% 0.3 
German 1  0 0.0 1 100.0 1 100% 0.1 
German 3 0 0.0 11 100.0 11 100% 0.6 
Physical Science 21 46.7 24 53.3 45 100% 2.3 
Biology 7 17.5 33 82.5 40 100% 2.0 
Chemistry 4 44.4 5 55.6 9 100% 0.5 
Forensic Science 4 57.1 3 42.9 7 100% 0.4 

Sub-Total 252 41.1% 361 58.9% 613 100% 30.7% 
 Total 348 17.4% 1,647 82.6% 1,995 100% 100% 

Note.  Percentage totals are rounded. 
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At the time of this case study, the District’s three largest high schools, schools 

1-3, offered IB program courses.  Table 14 indicates that high schools 1 and 2 had the 

largest high school student enrollments in the District.  They were also known to have the 

two largest IB programs in the District in school year 2007-2008.  Students in high 

schools 1 and 2 who completed online District courses constituted approximately 

15 percent of the overall student body in their respective high schools in that year.  The 

other five high schools, schools 3, 4, 5, 6, and 7, all had six percent or fewer of their 

student bodies completing the District’s online courses; therefore, the two largest District 

high schools, anecdotally known to have the largest IB programs, had more than twice 

the student online course completion rates as the other secondary schools in the District. 

According to Table 14, there were 555 unique students in high schools 1 and 2; 

they account for 65 percent of online students who completed online courses.  All 

together, the 555 students completed 1,329 online courses, because students at high 

school 2 completed more than two online courses each on average; while students at high 

school 1 completed 2.59 online courses on average.  Therefore, students in the two large 

IB high schools completed a disproportionate number of online courses in school year 

2007-2008 when compared to the number of overall students who completed online 

courses at other known sites.   
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Table 14 

Frequency of Completed Online Courses and Students Taking Them Based on School Site 

in School Year 2007-2008 

H.S.  Code 
Number or 

School 
Grouping 

Grade 
Level  

in 
School 

School's 
Oct. 2007 

Enrollment 

 
Online- 

Student* 
Frequency 
by School 

Column 
% of 

Online- 
Student* 

Freq. 

Unique Online Students 
 

Freq. by  
School 

Column 
% of 

Student  
Freq. 

% of 
Student-

Body 
Population 

1 9-12 1,987 772 38.7 295   14.8 
2 8-12 1,685 557 27.9 260   15.4 

Sub-Total   3,672 1,329 66.6% 555 65.0%   
3 9-12 1,208 64 3.2 43   3.6 
4 9-12 1,132 50 2.5 24   2.1 
5 9-12 1,056 148 7.4 64   6.0 
6 9-12 1,027 37 1.9 28   2.7 
7 9-12 635 107 5.4 34   5.4 

K-8 8 524 49 2.5 25   4.8 
Pub. Alt. 9-12 618 20 1.0 11   1.8 
Pvt. Alt. 8-12 510 56 2.8 30   5.9 

Hos Agcy 8-12 47 28 1.4 5   10.6 
Pvt. H.S. N/A N/A 19 1.0 8     

No number     88 4.4 27     
Sub-Total     666 33.4% 299 35.0%   

Total     1,995 100% 854 100%   
Note.  School Code Numbers for school sites 1-7 are large high schools in order of student population.  
“N/A” in the table represents students enrolled in schools outside of the District, for which the information 
is not known.  The school site was unknown for 27 students in 88 courses who received a course grade.   
In this table, there are 7 K-8 school sites, 3 Public Alternatives sites, 6 Private Alternative sites, 2 Hospital 
Agency sites, and 3 Private High School sites which are schools outside of the District. 
* Student frequencies include duplicated counts.  

Table 15 provides a list of the 29 course titles for online courses completed in 

school year 2007-2008 by the number of students at various school sites who completed 

them. 

Staff interviews indicated that the IB program was the reason for the popularity of 

online health and physical education courses at the two schools.  Taking the courses 
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online and completing them outside of school hours, it was argued, was the only means 

by which IB students could meet their graduation requirements and graduate on time.  As 

such, the District permitted students to take the courses online, although they were not 

covered by the State’s graduation incentive laws and the federal No Child Left Behind 

Title I, Part H Dropout Prevention Act of 2001 funding, because State and federal 

funding only supported the credit make-up courses taken by students. 

Table 15 indicates that, after the 1,382 core course completions for health and 

physical education, the majority of online courses completed were for other core course 

requirements.  English and social studies departments each required four years of core 

courses in order to graduate and, after health and PE courses, showed the highest 

frequencies for course completions with 165 for social studies courses and 138 for 

secondary English courses.  Science and mathematics departments each required three 

years of course work; students completed 94 science courses and 129 math courses.  In 

addition, students were required to meet one year of elective art courses (two semester 

courses); students completed 36 online art courses. 

In school year 2007-2008, the District’s online program offered a limited number 

of elective courses.  Of the elective courses offered, most were in the world languages 

department where students completed 29 world language courses.  Twenty percent of 

online world language students were eighth graders in K-8 settings; three took German 3 

and one took Spanish 2.  Therefore, while there were a few world-language elective 

courses being offered online, very few high school students took them.  Secondary 

students were primarily taking those courses required for high-school graduation.



 

 

Table 15 

Frequency of Completed Online Courses by Course Title and School Code Number in School Year 2007-2008 

Course H.S. Code Number or School Grouping 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 K-8 Pub Alt Pvt Alt Hosp Agcy Pvt HS No nbr. Total 

Health 1 178 114 7 6 13 1    1 5 2   4 331 
Health 2 175 221 33 11 19 3 2 1 1 2     1 469 
PE 1 157 82 7 7 15 1    3 5    7 284 
PE 2 188 64 10 10 18 2 2     1    3 298 

Sub-Total 698 481 57 34 65 7 4 1 5 13 2  15 1,382 
PreAlgebra               3         3 
Algebra 1 1 4   11 1 2 26   3     5 53 
Algebra 2 3 2  1 5 1       5   1 2 20 
Geometry 8 3   4 2 14 6  2    2 41 
Math I.S.            11   1        12 

Sub-Total 12 9  1 20 4 27 35 1 10  1 9 129 
Geography 1 4 1   4     2 4    6 22 
World Studies 7 4   1 5 4   4     2 4 31 
US History 6 6 1  18 1 2 1 1 5 4  5 50 
Government 9 3 2    1 14   2       2 33 
Economics 8 3     1  4     5 4   4 29 

Sub-Total 31 20 4  24 7 24 1 9 14 8 2 21 165 
Digital Art  1                     5 6 
Art History 2 2  5 1 2       3   16  31 

Sub-Total 2 3  5 1 2    3  16 5 37 
Note.  The school site was unknown for 27 students in 88 courses which received a course grade, so these data are represented under no number. 
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Table 15 continued 

Frequency of Completed Online Courses by Course Title and School Code Number in School Year 2007-2008 

Course H.S. Code Number or School Grouping 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 K-8 Pub Alt Pvt Alt Hosp Pvt HS No nbr. Total 

Language Arts 8  2           8         10 
Sub-Total  2      8      10 

English 9  2 2  12 4 5     2    6 33 
English 10 6 4  1 8 3     2 1 2   5 32 
English 11 5 4   10 3 3   2 1 3    3 34 
English 12 8 4    5  17     5 1  3 43 

Sub-Total 19 14 2 1 35 10 25  4 9 6  17 142 
Spanish 1  2      2          3   4 11 
Spanish 2  2      2 1 1          6 
German 1  1                      1 
German 3  6           3        2 11 

Sub-Total  11    4 1 4   3   6 29 
Physical Science 2 3  2 2 1 26      4    5 45 
Biology 8 13 1 4 1    1 3 3  6 40 
Chemistry       3  1         4   1 9 
Forensic Science  1      1         2   3 7 

Sub-Total 10 17 1 9 3 3 26  1 7 9  15 101 
Total 772 557 64 50 148 37 107 49 20 56 28 19 88 1,995 

Note.  The school site was unknown for 27 students in 88 courses which received a course grade, so these data are represented under no number. 
 

176 
 .
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In Table 16, schools code-numbered 1 and 2 indicated that, in addition to having 

the District’s two largest high school enrollments, with the largest IB programs in the 

District, and with students disproportionately enrolled in online courses (most of which 

were the four core health and physical education courses), the two schools also had the 

students with the highest successful passage percentage rates in their online courses.  

Table 16 shows that students in high schools 1 and 2 successfully completed 88 percent 

of their courses, while failing 12 percent of them.  Overall, they successfully completed 

73.4 percent out of all online courses in the District in school year 2007-2008, while 

failing 39.6 percent out of all failed online courses completed that same year.  The rest of 

the students in the District who completed online courses in school year 2007-2008 

successfully completed 63.8 percent of their courses in school year 2007-2008, while 

failing 36.2 percent of them.  They account for having passed 26.6 percent out of all 

successfully completed online courses, while failing 60.4 percent out of all failed District 

online courses completed in school year 2007-2008.  These figures are found in the 

following tables: 

Table 16 shows the two high schools with: 

• the largest student body enrollments based on school site (Table 14), and 

• anecdotally known to have the two largest IB programs in the District, also 

• having the largest number of completed District online courses (Table 14),  

• taken by 555 unique students comprising 65 percent of the District’s 

854 unique number of students completing online courses (Table 14), and 

• passing their own completed courses 88 percent of the time (Table 16), and  
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• passing 73.4 percent of the District’s completed online courses (Table 16) in 

school year 2007-2008. 

• these were also the very students who were completing the four health and 

physical education core courses (Table 15).   

Table 16 

Frequency of Completed Online Course Pass/Fail Rates by School Site in School Year 

2007-2008 

H.S. Code 
Number  

or  
School 

Grouping 

Pass/Fail  Course Grade 

Fail (No Credit) Pass (Credit) Total 
Course 
Freq. 

% of 
Pass/ 
Fail 

Freq. 

Total 
% of 
Freq. Course 

Freq. 

Row 
% of 
Freq. 

Sub- 
Total 

% 
Course 
Freq. 

Row 
% of 
Freq. 

Sub- 
Total 

% 
1 89 11.5   683 88.5   772 100% 38.7 
2 69 12.4   488 87.6   557 100% 27.9 

Sub-Total 158 11.9% 39.6% 1,171 88.1% 73.4% 1,329 100% 66.6% 
3 17 26.6   47 73.4   64 100% 3.2 
4 14 28.0   36 72.0   50 100% 2.5 
5 42 28.4   106 71.6   148 100% 7.4 
6 25 67.6   12 32.4   37 100% 1.9 
7 34 31.8   73 68.2   107 100% 5.4 

K-8 8 16.3   41 49.0   49 100% 2.5 
Public Alt. 9  45.0   11 55.0   20 100% 1.0 
Pvt. Alt. 33 58.9   23 41.1   56 100% 2.8 

Hosp. Agcy. 10 35.7   18 64.3   28 100% 1.4 
Pvt. H.S. 7 36.8   12 63.2   19 100% 1.0 

Schl. Unkn. 42 52.6   46  47.4   88 100% 4.4 
Sub-Total 241 36.2% 60.4% 425 63.8% 26.6% 666 100% 33.4% 

Total 399 20.0% 100% 1,596 80.0% 100% 1,995  100% 
 

Student demographics in the District’s seven largest high schools. 

Table 17 is a table of the District’s seven high school student demographics in 

comparison with the overall District averages.  The different demographics may account 
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for some of the difference in the kinds of online courses chosen by students at the 

different school sites.  High schools number 1 and 2 had student bodies with different 

student demographics from the students, for example, in high school number 6.  High 

schools number 1 and 2 had large IB programs leading their students to register for health 

and PE courses in large numbers, while high school number 6 had a student body that 

was 34 percent ELL.  It was the District’s high school with the second highest percentage 

of ELL students. 

Table 17 

District’s Demographics Compared with Seven Large High Schools’ Demographics in 

School Year 2007-2008 

 
Demographics 

Seven Large High School Percentages District 
Percent 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

American Indian 8 1 2 3 3 2 1 5 

Asian 7 5 38  8 7 9 22 9 

Black 26 18 45 46 51 55 69 39 

Hispanic 8 9  5 33 18 23  4 18 

White 52 66 12 10 21 11  4 30 

Total Ethnic %  100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

ELL 6 8 16 39 21 34 18 22 

Special Educ. 11 10 11 17 14 15 24 15 

Free & Reduced Lunch 38 24 74 83 64 87 81 64 
Note.  Ethnic percentages are rounded. 

Table 14 on page 173 indicates that 28 students in high school 6 completed 

37 online courses.  Table 15 indicates that 10 of the courses were English 9, 10, and 

11 online courses, while three were PE online courses.  Table 17 provides the percent of 
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English Language Learner (ELL) students at each high school.  It would be more difficult 

for ELL students to pass English courses than it would be for native English speakers.  It 

was also more likely that ELL students would be able to pass PE courses in a traditional 

gymnasium class and, therefore, did not need to make up a PE credit as readily.  The 

difficulty ELL students had passing courses requiring language proficiency may be one 

of the reasons the non-passing rate was 67.6 percent in Table 16 for high school 

number 6. 

The District reported that its students of color equaled 70 percent of the student 

body, while its ELL population spoke over 80 different languages at home.  Anecdotally, 

it was reported by one minority online teacher that it was unfortunate that when there was 

no student contact with online students in the course, the teacher could not bond with 

their minority students in the same way as they could in the classroom.  For example, the 

teacher would not have contact with students hospitalized or incarcerated, because they 

could not attend a course orientation session nor an in-person course test.  It was 

unfortunate because, unlike the classroom setting, the same level of trust and rapport 

could not be established, rapport that could help motivate minority students’ achievement 

levels. 

Relationship of students’ ethnicity with course selection and outcome. 

Table 18 provides the 29 course titles of online courses in school year 2007-2008 

which were completed by students of various ethnicities, including how many passed and 

how many failed each course.  Where ethnicity data were known, white online students 

completed the most courses, followed by African-American online students, Asian 
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students, Hispanic students, and American Indian students.  None of the ethnic 

percentages were in line with their overall percentages within the District’s high schools; 

however, Asian students were comparably the closest in that Asian students completed 

7.1 percent of the online courses and made up 9 percent of District high-school students. 

 

 



 

 

Table 18 

Frequency of Completed Online Courses by Course Title and Ethnicity Based on Pass(CR)/Fail(NC) in School Year 2007-2008 

 
 

Courses 

Ethnicity  
No 

Ethnic 
Data 

Course 
Totals 

 

Am. Indian African-American Asian Hispanic White 

NC CR 
Row 

% NC CR 
Row 

% NC CR 
Row 

% NC CR 
Row 

% NC CR 
Row 

% 
Health 1 

 2 .6 6 28 10.3 1 19 6.0 5 11 4.8 19 236 77.0 4 331 
Health 2 

 6 1.3  5 55 12.8 4 32 7.7 1 22 4.9 16 327 73.1 1 469 
PE 1 1 5 2.1 7 15 7.8 2 15 6.0 4  12 1.4 23 192 75.7 8 284 
PE 2 2 4 2.0 10 22 10.7 1 16 5.7 4  7 1.3  22 207 63.5 3 298 

Sub-Total 3 17 1.5% 28 120 10.7% 8 82 6.5% 14 52 4.8% 80 962 75.4% 16 1,382 
PreAlgebra                       3 100%  3 
Algebra 1 1  1.9 9 1 18.9 3 12 28.3 4 5 17.0 3 10 24.5 5 53 
Algebra 2 

   6 1 35.0         6 4 50.0 3 20 
Geometry 

   7 15 53.7    
 1 2.4 7 9 39.0 2 41 

Math I.S. 1   8.3 1 8 75.0   2 16.7 
        

 12 
Sub-Total 2  1.6% 23 25 37.2% 3 14 13.2% 4 6 7.8% 16 26 32.6% 10 129 

Geography 1 2 13.6 2 6 36.4    
 2 9.1 2 1 13.6 6 22 

World St.  
   4 5 29.0 2  6.5 2  6.5 9 3 38.7 6 31 

US History 
 1 2.0 7 11 36.0  1 2.0 

   5 14 38.0 11 50 
Government 1  3.0 2 7 27.3  8 24.2 

   4 9 39.4 2 33 
Economics 

   7  24.1  1 3.5 
   3 12 51.7 6 29 

Sub-Total 2 3 3.0% 22 29 30.9% 2 10 7.3% 2 2 2.4% 23 39 37.6% 31 165 
Digital Art 

         
   1  16.7 5 6 

Art History 
   5 20 80.7    

 2 6.5 2 2 12.9  31 
Sub-Total 

   5 20 67.6%    
 2 5.4% 3 2 13.5% 5 37 

Note.  The ethnicity was unknown for 34 students in 102 courses which received a course grade, so these data are represented under no ethnic data. 
182 

 



 

 

Table 18 continued 

Frequency of Completed Online Courses by Course Title and Ethnicity Based on Pass(CR)/Fail(NC) in School Year 2007-2008 

 
 

Courses 

Ethnicity 

No 
Ethnic 
Data 

Course 
Totals 

 

Am. Indian African-American Asian Hispanic White 

NC CR 
Row 

% NC CR 
Row 

% NC CR 
Row 

% NC CR 
Row 

% NC CR 
Row 

% 
LangArts 8 

         
   1 9 100%  10 

Sub-Total             1 9 100%  10 
English 9 

   9 6 45.5 2 1 9.1 
 1 3.0 8  24.2 6 33 

English 10 2  6.3 6 4 31.3    3 2 15.6 6 4 31.3 5 32 
English 11 

   6 2 23.5  1 2.9 2  5.9 4 16 58.8 3 34 
English 12 

 2 4.7 5 10 34.9 1 3 9.3 1  2.3 14 2 37.2 5 43 
Sub-Total 2 2 2.8% 26 22 33.8% 3 5 5.6% 6 3 6.3% 32 22 38.0% 19 142 

Spanish 1 
         

 2 18.2 4 1 45.5 4 11 
Spanish 2 

   1 1 33.3  1 16.7 1  16.7 1 1 33.3   6 
German 1 

         
    1 100%  1 

German 3 
         

    9 81.8 2 11 
Sub-Total    1 1 6.9%  1 3.5% 1 2 10.3% 5 12 58.6% 6 29 

Physical 
Science    7 14 46.7 1 9 22.2 2  4.4 6 1 15.6 5 45 

Biology 1  2.5 4 6 25.0  1 2.5 2  5.0 3 17 50.0 6 40 
Chemistry 

   2  22.2  1 11.1 
   3 2 55.6 1 9 

Forensic 
Science    1  14.3    

   1 2 42.9 3 7 

Sub-Total 1  1.0% 14 20 33.7% 1 11 11.9% 4  4.0% 13 22 34.7% 15 101 
Total 10 22 1.6% 119 237 17.8% 17 123 7.0% 31 67 4.9% 173 1,094 63.5% 102 1,995 

Row % of 
Totals .5% 1.10%  6.0% 11.9%  .9% 6.2%  1.6% 3.4%  8.7% 54.8%  5.1% 100% 

Note.  The ethnicity was unknown for 34 students in 102 courses which received a course grade, so these data are represented under no ethnic data. 183 
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 Table 19 shows the pass/fail frequencies by ethnicity based on unique students 

who completed at least one online course.  It indicates that where ethnicity of a student 

was known, white and Asian students, at 83 percent successful course-completion rates, 

had the highest course success rates, rates that are out of proportion to their percentages 

within the District’s high schools.  African-American, American Indian, and Hispanic 

students had successful course-completion rates in the 50-percents.  All are out of 

proportion to their percentages in the District’s high schools. 

Table 19 

Frequency of Completed Online Courses by Unique Students’ Ethnicity and Their 

Pass/Fail Outcomes in School Year 2007-2008 

Student 
Ethnicity 

Pass/Fail Course Grade   Percent 
of 

Student 
Totals 

Fail (No Credit) Pass (Credit) Student 
Freq. 
Total 

Student 
Freq. 

% of 
Ethnic 

% of 
NC 

Student 
Freq. 

% of 
Ethnic 

% of 
CR 

Am. Indian 4 50.0 1.9 4 50.0 0.1 8 0.1 
African-Am. 69 41.8 33.5 96 58.2 14.8 165 19.3 
Asian 10 16.7 4.9 50 83.3 7.7 60 7.0 
Hispanic 21 40.4 10.2 31 59.6 4.8 52 6.1 
White 86 16.1 41.7 449 83.9 69.3 535 62.6 
unknown 16 47.1  7.8 18 52.9 2.8 34 4.0 

Total 206 24.1% 100% 648 75.9% 100% 854 100% 
Note.  Any grade below “C-” is a “fail,” or “No credit.”  Percents are rounded up. 
 

In Table 19, there were 34 students for whom there were no ethnicity data; 

therefore, N = 820.  Table 20 shows that there was one cell with an expected count of less 

than 5 that is 10 percent of the table which has N = 820 and high values; therefore, these 

data do not sufficiently violate the chi-square assumption, and the null hypothesis can be 

rejected.  The two-tailed P-value is statistically significant.   
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Table 20 shows the expected values for unique students’ pass/fail course 

frequencies based on ethnicity.  In the instance of both white and Asian students, more 

students passed their courses than was expected by chance, while the opposite was true 

for African-American and Hispanic students. 

Table 20 

Chi-Square Analysis including Actual and Expected Frequencies of Completed Online 

Courses by Unique Students’ Ethnicity and Their Pass/Fail Outcomes in School Year 

2007-2008 

Ethnicity Frequencies Course Grade 
Total Fail Pass 

American Indian 
Actual 
Expected  

4 
1.9 

4 
6.1 8 

African American 
Actual 
Expected  

69 
38.2 

96 
126.8 165 

Asian 
Actual 
Expected  

10 
13.9 

50 
46.1 60 

Hispanic 
Actual 
Expected  

21 
12.0 

31 
40.0 52 

White 
Actual 
Expected  

86 
124.0 

449 
411.0 535 

Total Count 190 630 820 
Note.  Chi-Square = 60.678 value, df = 4, p = .000 (2-sided) 
 
Relationship of students’ year in school with course selection and outcome. 

The general consensus among staff interviewed was that seniors were motivated 

to take the District’s online courses by the desire to graduate, and thus staff believed that 

seniors would have a higher rate of successful online course completion than younger 

students.  Younger students were believed to be both less mature and less motivated, and 

therefore, less likely to successfully complete an online course for credit.  While this may 
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generally have been true, it did not appear to be true for eighth graders as seen in 

Table 15 on page 175.  Two of the eighth graders were in a high school taking high-

school courses; therefore, they did not have access to take their required grade-level 

English course, Language Arts 8, so they took eighth grade language arts online.  Eight 

other eighth graders took Language Arts 8 online from their K-8 school.  All 10 eighth 

graders passed their Language Arts 8 courses (as shown in Table 13 on page 171) and, 

therefore, were the only students to pass 100 percent of their courses, the highest 

completed online course passage rate. 

Table 21 shows that the number of students registering for online courses, and 

certainly persevering long enough to earn a course grade, approximately doubled 

throughout every year in high school, with juniors and seniors taking 77.2 percent of 

courses. 

Table 21 

Completed Online Course Pass/Fail Frequencies Based on Year-in-School (YIS) in 

School Year 2007-2008 

Year in 
School 
(YIS) 

Pass/Fail Course Grade Course 
Freq. 
Total 

Percent 
of 

Course 
Totals 

Fail (No Credit) Pass (Credit) 
Course 
Freq. 

% of 
YIS 

% of 
NC 

Course 
Freq. 

% of 
YIS 

% of 
CR 

8 8 16.3 2.0 41 83.7 2.6 49 2.5 
9 11 12.2 2.8 79 87.8 5.0 90 4.5 
10 34 16.0 8.5 179 84.0 11.2 213 10.7 
11 89 17.9 22.3 407 82.1 25.5 496 24.9 
12 213 20.4 53.4 830 79.6 52.0 1,043 52.3 

unkn. 44 42.3 11.0 60 57.7 3.8 104 5.2 
Total 399 20.0% 100% 1,596 80.0% 100% 1,995 100% 

Note.  NC is based on any course grade less than “C-”. 
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While Table 21 represents 1,995 completed courses taken by students in school 

year 2007-2008, Table 22 shows 854 unique students by their year-in-school, who 

completed at least one online course in school year 2007-2008.  Comparisons of Table 21 

with Table 22 indicate that seniors represent 51 percent of online students and they took 

52 percent of the online courses.  Seniors had the highest percentage rate for not passing 

their online courses. 

Table 22 

Unique Students’ Completed Online Course Pass/Fail Frequencies Based on Year-in-

School (YIS) in School Year 2007-2008 

Year  
in 

School 
(YIS) 

Pass/Fail Course Grade 

Student 
Freq. 
Total 

Percent 
of 

Student 
Totals 

Fail (No Credit or NC) Pass (Credit or CR) 
Student 
Freq. 

% of 
YIS 

% of 
NC 

Student 
Freq. 

% of 
YIS 

% of 
CR 

8 3 12.0 1.5 22 88.0 3.4 25 2.9 
9 5 13.2 2.4 33 86.8 5.1 38 4.5 
10 21 19.6 10.2 86 80.4 13.3 107 12.5 
11 43 19.4 20.9 179 80.6 27.6 222 26.0 
12 121 27.8 58.7 314 72.2 48.5 435 50.9 

unkn. 13 48.1  6.3 14 51.9 2.2 27 3.2 
Total 206 24.1% 100% 648 75.9% 100% 854 100% 

Note.  NC is based on any course grade less than “C-”.   

A chi-square test was run on Table 22 with 837 unique students being evaluated 

and 27 being left out of the equation because their year-in-school data were not known.  

The chi-square two-tailed test value of 11.652 was statistically significant at p = .02 and 

4 degrees of freedom. 

Although eighth graders passed most of their courses leaving only three courses 

observed as not having been passed, there were no cells expected to have fewer than 
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5 records in them; therefore, the assumption of the chi-square test was not violated.  With 

4 degrees of freedom in a two-tailed test, the chi-square calculation was statistically 

significant.  Therefore, of the students completing their online courses, chi-square tests 

sufficiently indicate rejection of the null hypothesis.  The null hypothesis was that the 

two categories of students’ year-in-school and the course outcome of pass or fail were 

independent of each other.  In other words, the chi-square tests indicated that there was a 

significant association between year-in-school and course pass/fail outcomes. 

Table 23 gives the expected values count for each cell with unique students’ 

pass/fail frequencies based on year in school. 

Table 23 

Chi-Square Analysis including Actual and Expected Frequencies of Unique Students’ 

Completed Online Course Pass/Fail Frequencies Based on Year-in-School (YIS) in 

School Year 2007-2008 

 Year in 
School    Frequencies Course Grade 

Fail Pass Total 

8 Actual 
Expected  

3.0 
5.8 

22.0 
19.2 25 

9 Actual 
Expected  

5.0 
8.9 

33.0 
29.1 38 

10 Actual 
Expected  

21.0 
25.0 

86.0 
82.0 107 

11 Actual 
Expected  

43.0 
51.8 

179.0 
170.2 222 

12 Actual 
Expected  

121.0 
101.5 

314.0 
333.5 435 

Total Count 193 634 827 
Note.  The 2-sided chi-square = 11.652 value with 4 degrees of freedom was significant with p = 0.02. 
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In Table 23 expected values, only twelfth graders had more fails than expected 

values had predicted with fewer passed courses than predicted. 

Relationship of students’ gender with course selection and outcome. 

Table 24 shows the frequency with which secondary students chose and 

completed online courses based on gender.  It shows that, out of 1,995 completed courses 

earning an online course grade in school year 2007-2008, 852 courses were taken by 

male students, while 1,143 courses were taken by female students.  Male students took 

most of the online social studies and language arts courses, while females took more 

courses in the other departments, especially health and physical education courses.   

The District took strong measures to accommodate cultural concerns with regard 

to female students taking gym classes.  For example, the District did not require young 

Muslim female students to wear gym shorts (Interviewee L, audio-taped interview, 

March 18, 2008).  The researcher observed active young Muslim women in slim 

floor-length skirts assertively kicking soccer balls and shooting basketball hoops in a 

traditional school gymnasium class with both young men and women present, but playing 

separately with their own gender.  Therefore, it is not known whether there were any 

cultural factors leading more young women than young men to take secondary PE 

courses online rather than in a gymnasium.  However, one online PE instructor said they 

thought one reason more young women than young men took online PE courses was 

because the young women did not like participating in co-educational PE courses.  Since 

the 1972 title IX federal law was implemented, all of the District’s PE courses were 

co-educational (Interviewee AM, personal communication, May 10, 2010). 
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When asked what might account for more female students taking online PE 

courses than male students, one PE instructor could not account for the difference, stating 

that both male and female students participated in varsity sports that could be used as the 

physical activity in their online PE course, and both genders had issues with “body 

self-awareness,” especially given the “staggering” amount of “obesity today” 

(Interviewee H, personal communication, February 22, 2010).  Another online PE teacher 

offered several reasons why more female students than male students took online PE 

courses.  The reasons included:  (a) “girls don’t want to sweat at school,” (b) they don’t 

want to “change at school,” and (c) they “are not comfortable playing sports with a mixed 

gender class at school” (Interviewee AD, personal communication, January 27, 2010). 
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Table 24 

Frequency of Completed Online Courses by Title and by Gender in SY 2007-2008 

 
Course Title 

Gender 

Course 
Totals 

Row 
% 

Totals 
Male Female 

Frequency Row % Frequency Row % 
Health 1 116 35.0 215 65.0 331  
Health 2 195 41.6 274 58.4 469  
Physical education 1 103 36.3 181 63.7 284  
Physical education 2 98 32.9 200 67.1 298  

Health/PE Sub-Total 512  37.0% 870 63.0%  1,382 100% 
Pre-Algebra 3 100.0 0 0 3  
Algebra 1 21 39.6 32 60.4 53  
Algebra 2 8 40.0 12 60.0 20  
Geometry 25 61.0 16 39.0 41  
Math-Indep. Study 4 33.3 8 66.7 12  

Math Sub-Total 61 47.3 % 68 52.7%  129 100% 
Geography 16 72.7 6 27.3 22  
World Studies 20 64.5 11 35.5 31  
US History 34 68.0 16 32.0 50  
Government 17 51.5 16 48.5 33  
Economics 19 65.5 10 34.5 29  

Social Studies Sub-Total 106 64.2%  59 35.8%  165 100% 
Digital Art 3 50.0 3 50.0 6  
Art History 13 41.9 18 58.1 31  

Art Sub-Total 16 43.2%  21 56.8 % 37 100% 
Language Arts 8 8 80.0 2 20.0 10  
English 9 16 48.5 17 51.5 33  
English 10 19 59.4 13 40.6 32  
English 11 20 58.8 14 41.2 34  
English 12 33 76.7 10 23.3 43  

English/LA Sub-Total 96 63.2%  56 36.8%  152 100% 
Spanish 1 7 63.6 4 36.4 11  
Spanish 2 3 50.0 3 50.0 6  
German 1 1 100.0  0 0 1  
German 3 2 18.2 9 81.8 11  

World Lang.  Sub-Total 13 44.8%  16 55.2%  29 100% 
Physical Science 24 53.3 21 46.7 45  
Biology 18 45.0 22 55.0 40  
Chemistry 2 22.2 7 77.8 9  
Forensic Science 4 57.1 3 42.9 7  

Science Sub-Total 48 47.5 % 53 52.5 % 101 100% 
 Total 852 42.7% 1,143 57.3% 1,995 100% 

Note.  Percentages are row percentages based on each row’s total number of frequencies at the end. 
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Table 25 shows that, in addition to completing more online courses, female 

students also passed their online courses more frequently than male students, 85.0 percent 

of the time for females compared to 77.8 percent for males.   

Table 25 

Pass-Fail Frequencies of Completed Online Courses Based on Gender in School Year 

2007-2008 

  Gender 

Totals 

Total 
Fail/Pass 

% 

  Male Female 

Pass/ Fail Freq. 
% of 
Male 

Row 
% of 
Total Freq. 

% of 
Female 

Row  
% of 
Total 

Fail (NC) 189 22.2 52.5 171 15.0 47.5 360 18.0 
Pass (CR) 663 77.8 40.6 972 85.0 59.5 1,635 82.0 
Total  852 100% 42.7% 1,143 100% 57.3% 1,995 100% 

Note.  Any grade below “C-” is a “fail,” or “No credit.” 
   

While it is interesting to see how many completed courses, based on gender, were 

passed and failed, Table 26 is a 2 by 2 contingency table of 854 unique students, based on 

gender, who completed at least one online course in school year 2007-2008.  
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Table 26 

Frequency of Completed Online Courses Based on the Gender of Unique Students and 

Their Pass-Fail Frequencies Outcomes in School Year 2007-2008 

  Gender 

Totals 

Total 
Fail/ 
Pass 
% 

  Male Female 

Pass/Fail Freq. 
% of 
Male 

Row 
% of 
Total Freq. 

% of 
Female 

Row 
% of 
Total 

Fail (NC) 99 26.8 48.1 107 22.1 51.9 206 24.1 
Pass (CR) 271 73.2 41.8 377 77.9 58.2 648 75.9 
Total 370 100% 43.3% 484 100% 56.7% 854 100% 

Note.  Any grade below “C-” is a “fail,” or “No credit.”   
 

A Fisher’s exact test was run, despite the size of the database.  The one-tailed 

Fisher Exact Test of .068 and the two-tailed test of 0.125, support the chi-square 

two-tailed test value of 2.477 at p = 0.116 and only one degree of freedom, all of which 

indicate that gender was not significant for predicting the dependent variable of a pass or 

fail grade, assuming a .05 level of significance. 

Table 27 indicates that none of the cells had expected frequencies of less than 5 

and the minimum expected frequency was 89.25 before being rounded up to 89.3; 

nevertheless, both the chi-square test and Fisher’s Exact Test were not significant for 

gender, as an independent variable, being able to predict a dependent variable pass or fail 

grade. 
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Table 27 

Chi-Square Analysis including Actual and Expected Frequencies of Completed Online 

Courses Based on the Gender of Unique Students and Their Pass-Fail Frequencies 

Outcomes in School Year 2007-2008 

 
Pass/Fail 

  Gender 
Frequencies Male Female Total 

Fail Actual 
Expected 

99 
89.3 

107 
116.7 

206 
206.0 

Pass Actual 
Expected 

271 
280.7 

377 
367.3 

648 
648.0 

Total Actual 
Expected 

370 
370.0 

484 
484.0 

854 
854.0 

Note.  2-sided Fisher’s Exact Test = 0.125 and 1-sided Fisher’s Exact Test = 0.068.   
          Expected counts were rounded up. 

 
Relationship of online course title with course outcome. 

In order to test the hypothesis of whether or not the type of online course was a 

good predictor of passing an online course or not, it was important to decrease the 

number of courses with smaller student frequencies in order to eliminate expected 

frequencies of less than 5 in any of the cells.  Because some courses had very few 

students completing them, Table 28 shows the way in which the smaller courses were 

categorized by department with the following frequency results. 
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Table 28 

Frequency of Online Courses Taken by Unique Students When Smaller Courses Grouped 

into Departments in School Year 2007-2008 

Course or  
Department 

Student 
Frequency 

Column 
Percent 

Health 1 157 18.4 
Health 2 185 21.7 
Physical education 1 148 17.3 
Physical education 2 113 13.2 

Health/PE Sub-Totals 603 70.6% 
Math 52 6.1 
Art 11 1.3 
Social studies 59 6.9 
English/language arts 65 7.6 
World languages 13 1.5 
Science 51 6.0 

Department Sub-Totals 251 29.4% 
 Total 854 100% 

 
Although all observed categories were above 5, when a cross tabulation was run 

using these categories, chi-square calculations indicated that two cells had expected 

frequencies of less than 5.  Therefore, world-languages and art departments were put into 

one category labeled “electives.”  Table 29 is a cross-tabulation table indicating actual 

pass/fail outcomes for the new categories that were eventually used. 
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Table 29 

Frequency of Online Courses and Departments Taken by Unique Students Based on 

Pass/Fail Outcomes in School Year 2007-2008 

Course or Department(s) 

Pass/Fail Course Grade 
Student 

Total 
Total 

Percent 
Fail (No Credit) Pass (Credit) 
Student 
Freq. 

Row % 
of freq. 

Student 
Freq. 

Row % 
of freq. 

Health 1 21 13.4 136 86.6 157 100% 
Health 2 15 8.1 170 91.9 185 100% 
Physical education 1 31 20.9 117 79.1 148 100% 
Physical education 2 14 12.4 99 87.6 113 100% 

Health/PE Sub-Totals 81 13.4%  522 86.6%  603 100% 
Math 23 44.2 29 55.8 52 100% 
Social studies 32 54.2 27 45.8 59 100% 
English/language arts 37 56.9 28 43.1 65 100% 
Science 25 49.0 26 51.0 51 100% 
Electives (art and wld. lang.) 8 33.3 16 66.7 24 100% 

Sub-Totals 125 49.8%  126 50.2%  251 100% 
Total 206 24.1%  648 75.9%  854 100% 

 
A chi-square test was run on Table 29 data.  The chi-square two-tailed test value 

of 142.457 was highly predictive at p = .000 with 8 degrees of freedom.  It indicated that 

the null hypothesis of independence can be rejected, because the kinds of courses taken 

and completed were highly predictive of the course outcome of pass or fail. 

Table 30 shows the expected values for unique students’ pass/fail course 

frequencies based on the course they took or the department of the course they took. 
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Table 30 

Chi-Square Analysis including Actual and Expected Frequencies of Online Courses by 

Unique Students and Departments Based on Pass/Fail Outcomes in School Year 

2007-2008 

Course or 
Department 

  Course Grade 
Frequencies  Fail Pass Total 

Health 1 Actual 
Expected  

21.0 
37.9 

136.0 
119.1 157 

Health 2 Actual 
Expected  

15.0 
44.6 

170.0 
140.4 185 

PE1 Actual 
Expected  

31.0 
35.7 

117.0 
112.3 148 

PE2 Actual 
Expected  

14.0 
27.3 

99.0 
85.7 113 

Math Actual 
Expected  

23.0 
12.5 

29.0 
39.5 52 

Social studies Actual 
Expected  

32.0 
14.2 

27.0 
44.8 59 

English-LA Actual 
Expected  

37.0 
15.7 

28.0 
49.3 65 

Science Actual 
Expected  

25.0 
12.3 

26.0 
38.7 51 

Electives Actual 
Expected  

8.0 
5.8 

16.0 
18.2 24 

Total Count 206 648 854 
Note.  The 2-sided P-Value for chi-square value = 142.457 with 8 degrees of freedom was p = .000. 

 
For the four core health and PE courses, the expected value predicts there would 

be more course fails than actually occurred and fewer passed courses than actually 

occurred.  In the instance of all other courses, the expected value was the reverse.  

Expected values predicted fewer fails than actually occurred and more passed courses 

than actually occurred. 
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Student course-format preferences. 

Some students in traditional classrooms, even without having taken an online 

course before, knew that they preferred taking traditional courses.  As one student said, 

they liked having a person available to turn to for help, such as a classroom teacher.  

Another student thought a hybrid course would be okay, because then there would be 

someone available to help. 

One teacher expressed the opinion that students had a low motivation level to take 

an ALC or online course if they could take the course in a classroom later; or if the 

student had failed a classroom course, they would prefer to substitute another classroom 

course for it rather than take an online course.  Thus, some students seemed to prefer 

traditional classroom courses over ALC hybrid courses or online courses (Interviewee V, 

audio-taped interview, March 19, 2008).  Although probably not explicitly stated, it was 

considered acceptable by an ALC or at-risk student to register for, and participate in, 

either an ALC or online make-up course in order to graduate, especially if it meant 

avoiding the embarrassment of having to attend summer school (Interviewee F, audio-

taped interview, June 9, 2008; Interviewee V, audio-taped interview, March 19, 2008).   

Some students may have registered for an online course, but after beginning it, 

they may have discovered they disliked the online format in comparison to a traditional 

classroom course.  Therefore, a student may have dropped out of their online course due 

to a low level of interest.  It was possible that some students took online courses only 

when there was no other option if their goal was to graduate on time.   



Running head:  CASE STUDY OF A SCHOOL DISTRICT’S ONLINE PROGRAM 199 

 

 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, one small traditional classroom of seniors 

were given the researcher’s survey in a paper-pencil format.  Nine students in the diverse 

student group completed the survey, some with only one or two questions left 

unanswered.  A tenth student completed the survey through question number 55 and then 

wrote: 

Let’s make this easier on both of us.  Online classes suck.  I know, people say it’s 

the new thing, wave of the future, blah, blah, blah.  It’s one step closer to 

depersonalizing.  We learn in classes, because there’s something there that a 

computer can’t do, social skills, networking, making friends.  Online classes will 

inadvertently deprive you of an education.  We’re not machines.  Don’t treat us 

like one. 

While that tenth student clearly did not like online courses, online courses may 

have been a good alternative for some students.  For example, it could help students who 

tended to be easily distracted and who, therefore, worked best alone in a quiet place on a 

home computer (Interviewee S, audio-taped interview, March 7, 2008).  One high school 

staff person reported that they had conducted their own student surveys from time-to-time 

in which some students said that they “like working in a quiet environment.  They like 

working on a computer.”  The District staff person added their own observation saying, 

“I think our kids are kind of tactile and they like the nervous sort of cutting and pasting 

that goes with this” (Interviewee S, audio-taped interview, March 7, 2008). 

In addition, computer-technology can be adapted to help meet the challenging 

needs of various students in an online course, enabling students to interact with digital 
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curriculum on a number of levels.  Websites can address various learning styles or be 

modified to meet visual or other impairment needs.  Digital curriculum can also meet 

students at their particular reading level (Interviewee B, audio-taped interview, August 

12, 2008).   

Research Question 2:  What attributes and social capital might a secondary student 

bring with them to meet the challenges of a secondary online course that will make 

successful online course completion for credit more likely within the District’s 

activity domain? 

Students come to school with varying personal attitudes, attributes, and social 

capital to support them as they attempt to meet academic challenges.  The same is true for 

students enrolled in online courses.  The District’s pre-course online survey was called: 

“Is Online Learning Right for Me?”  It addressed student antecedent characteristics and 

attributes, but did not ask any questions regarding students’ social capital.  It was hoped 

that the researcher’s student surveys would reveal some of the social capital supporting 

students in their pursuit of online course success.  Sources used to address research 

question 2 included:  (a) the District’s pre-course online survey, (b) staff interviews, and 

(c) 14 hybrid online course students who took the researcher’s student questionnaire 

posted on Zoomerang.  The findings are categorized as follows: 

1. Student antecedent characteristics, attributes, and attitudes. 

2. Student online course expectations of difficulty. 

3. Students’ computer skills and knowledge. 

4. Student social capital in terms of social, familial, and institutional supports. 
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5. Student access to technology as part of a community of practice. 

6. Students’ social supports for taking an online course. 

7. Sources recommending online courses to students. 

Student antecedent characteristics, attributes, and attitudes. 

Due to the lack of response to the researcher’s online questionnaires, discovery 

with regard to student attitudes was limited to the District’s own pre-course student 

survey.  It focused on student antecedent characteristics and queried students on their 

self-efficacy beliefs about their academic performance and their technology skills.  The 

survey’s data underwent a factor analysis and yielded two valid factors:  (a) individual 

self efficacy, and (b) student group (COP) self efficacy.  Students primarily answered 

either four or five on a five-Likert scale, indicating that most students felt self-confident 

in their academic abilities, performance, and the way in which they carried out their 

academic responsibilities.  Most students also responded in the positive to the “yes” and 

“no” questions that were related to technology.  One of the “yes” and “no” questions 

asked if a student knew how to “cut and paste text information.”  Only three out of 537 

students responded “no” to that question; two of them passed their online course.  To see 

a list of all 20 survey questions, see Appendix B. 

Student online course expectations of difficulty. 

ALC adult stakeholders interviewed were asked the question, “When you think 

about students in your online course(s), how well do you think they are prepared for the 

time they need to devote to taking an online course?”  They all seemed to be in 

agreement that ALC students did not realize the amount of time it would take to complete 
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a web-based course.  One experienced online instructor, one the other hand, reported that 

when online courses were first offered, students were not cognizant of the time and effort 

commitments, and half of them either failed their online course or dropped out, but after a 

while, the word got around and students began to hear that the District’s online courses 

were not easy.  As a result, students began to understand what it would take to succeed in 

an online course and then later online course registrants began doing much better 

(Interviewee J, personal communication, September 27, 2009). 

Students’ computer skills and knowledge. 

Online instructors reported that students tended to over-rare their computer skills, 

while the instructors observed something different.  For example, teachers reported 

observing some students “typing,” with only two fingers, making it understandable that 

some students would become frustrated with the amount of time their online courses and 

papers were taking (Interviewee N, audio-taped interview, March 26, 2008).   

While many students were familiar with computers and other communication 

technologies, staff expressed concerns about either students’ ability or willingness to use 

technological affordances independently in order to succeed in online courses.  For 

example, some teachers speculated that students expected online courses to match the 

way in which students had experienced computer use in the past.  Prior to taking an 

online course, many students only used computers for the purpose of experiencing 

fast-paced games and entertainment.  Teachers reported that students were not willing to 

probe a site’s links in depth in order to answer a question.  Students wanted answers to 

come quickly.  Students were not willing to take the time to probe for answers that 



Running head:  CASE STUDY OF A SCHOOL DISTRICT’S ONLINE PROGRAM 203 

 

 

required a synthesis of information from different places on various websites.  According 

to online and ALC teachers, this would require several things, such as: 

• Becoming familiar with the site and how it operated. 

• Perhaps having to have more than one window open at a time. 

• The need to jump around the site and spend half-an-hour reading different 

pages of it. 

Staff reported that, while students could do it, younger students in particular were 

usually not as motivated to do so in order to learn course content.  They were willing to 

do it for song lyrics and to research artists that interested them, but not in order to learn 

course content, leading one instructor to raise several questions:  “How can students 

develop intrinsic interest and curiosity in a subject?”  How can students learn the 

extrinsic use of tools and resources, learn how the site operates, and discover the links 

available on the site?  How can students learn the very “nature of the way to learn it”?   

One teacher reported that even when traditional classroom students were asked to 

answer a question based on information in their textbook, they would ask, “What page is 

the answer on?”  In a similar frame-of-mind, students in online courses were seldom 

unwilling to follow a number of links in order to formulate an answer to a question being 

asked.  The teacher thought that the additional layers of linkings in an online environment 

made online courses more challenging than in a classroom, where perhaps only one 

textbook was being used.  The teacher said that the Internet was like a big book and 

students wanted to know, “What page is the answer on?” (Interviewee C, audio-taped 

interview, March 20, 2008; Interviewee N, audio-taped interview, March 26, 2008). 
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Student access to technology as part of a community of practice. 

District online administration reported that the District was not able to provide 

online students with a laptop or other computer.  In the past, attempts to loan laptops to 

students led to 75 percent of them never being returned (Interviewee A, personal 

communication, December 21, 2007).  Therefore, in addition to students benefiting from 

social capital, if they wanted to take an online course, it also helped if they had a suitable 

computer at home with word-processing software and Internet service, preferably high-

speed of some kind, not a dial-up service.  The State permitted parents to claim a tax 

credit for high-school student resources needed for class.  Online programs were to 

provide forms to families to help them make a tax-credit claim for online course needs.  

Question 12 in the District’s online pre-course survey asked students whether or 

not they had “easy access to a computer and the Internet at home.”  Table 31 provides the 

frequency data related to computer access and online course success.  Among 537 unique 

students, students who did not have a home computer with Internet access and yet were 

able to complete their online course were the students who were twice as likely to fail 

their course when compared to students with a home computer.  However, students 

without a home computer accounted for only 4.7 percent of students completing online 

courses.  It is possible that students without a computer were less likely to register for 

online courses in the first place.  It is also possible that they tended to drop out early and, 

therefore, were not included in the data of this case study. 

In interviews, online instructors reported that students without a computer at 

home were not successful (Interviewee T, personal communication, September 20, 2007) 



Running head:  CASE STUDY OF A SCHOOL DISTRICT’S ONLINE PROGRAM 205 

 

 

and were the ones most likely “to drop out really fast,” because they could not get enough 

hours of access to use a school or public library computer in order to complete all of the 

assignments and coursework required by an online course (Interviewee G, audio-taped 

interview, June 24, 2008). 

Table 31 

Unique Students With/Without Computer and Internet Access at Home and Online 

Course Pass/Fail Frequency During School Year 2007-2008 

  

I have easy access to a computer and the Internet at home 
No Computer Yes Computer   Total 

Row 
% 

Percent 

Freq. 
Row 

% 
Column 

% Freq. 
Row 

% 
Column 

% Total 
Pass/ 
Fail 

Fail (NC) 10 9.7 40.0 93 90.3 18.2 103 100% 19.2 
Pass (CR) 15 3.5 60.0 419 96.5 81.8 434 100% 80.8 
Total 25 4.7 100% 512 95.3 100% 537 100% 100% 

Note.  A total number of 537 unique students completed at least one online course and answered Question 
12 in pre-course survey in school year 2007-2008.  No credit (NC) was any course grade below “C-.”   
 

Table 32 contains the expected and actual frequencies for Table 31.  There was 

one small cell with an expected value of less than 5, and that was the “no home 

computer” cell under “no credit (NC).”  However, all cells had observed data over 5; 

therefore, the Fisher Exact Test (2-sided) chi-square for the 2 by 2 contingency table 

shown in Table 31 was acceptable.  It was .015, which indicates that it is statistically 

significant whether or not a student had a computer at home and their likelihood of 

passing their online course. 



Running head:  CASE STUDY OF A SCHOOL DISTRICT’S ONLINE PROGRAM 206 

 

 

Table 32 

Chi-Square Analysis including Actual and Expected Frequencies for Unique Students 

With/Without Computer and Internet Access at Home and Online Course Pass/Fail 

Frequency During School Year 2007-2008 

Frequencies 
 

I have easy access to a computer and the 
Internet at home 

No Computer Yes Computer Total 
Fail (NC)        Actual 10.0 93.0 103.0 

Expected 4.8 98.2 103.0 
Pass (CR)       Actual 15.0 419.0 434.0 

Expected 20.2 413.8 434.0 
Total               Actual 

Expected 
25.0 
25.0 

512.0 
512.0 

537.0 
537.0 

Note.  The Fisher Exact Test (2-sided) chi-square = 7.332 was significant with p = .015. 

The data in Table 31 may be a reflection of computers becoming more 

common-place in homes today.  This was the opinion of one District administrator, who 

stated that some people assumed that inner-city families did not have computers at home, 

to which the administrator countered: 

I don’t think that’s true.  Based upon our surveys, we know that almost 80 percent 

of the students—if not more (because I think the percentages double almost every 

year)—have access to Internet and a computer at home.  It’s ... a priority.  And 

ELL students ..., because they want to communicate with family and relatives in 

other countries,... will have that before [they] have a lot of other things that [they] 

can’t afford.  So it’s ... like a necessity.  That is the way the world communicates 

now, so to say that our parents or families don’t really have access is not 
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necessarily the truth anymore (Interviewee B, audio-taped interview, August 12, 

2008). 

Other District staff agreed that the number of students without a computer at 

home probably represented 20 percent of students, particularly in high schools with 

higher rates of participation in the free and reduced lunch program.  In addition, some 

students who had a computer at home might not have an Internet connection, or their 

computer might have been too old to run current word-processing software, making it 

difficult for such students to complete coursework writing assignments (Interviewee AJ, 

personal communication, January 13, 2010). 

Despite the increasing number of homes with computers, there were a number of 

students who attempted online learning courses who did not have easy access to a 

computer at home.  When they tried using the public libraries, students reported to online 

teachers and staff that the library had timers on everything, making it likely that some 

work would be lost when the student was “kicked off” while typing, because the 

computer time was up (Interviewee G, audio-taped interview, June 24, 2008).  Some 

students tried to use school libraries, but District cut-backs led to both staffing cuts and 

limited times for school libraries to remain open before and after school.  Some students 

went to the District’s online learning program’s building site to use online learning 

computers during office hours (Interviewee G, audio-taped interview, June 24, 2008).   

Despite all of the drawbacks of a student not having a home computer, one staff 

person reported that even without a home, let alone a home computer, a student could 

succeed in an online course if sufficiently motivated, because the staff person knew one 
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homeless girl who had done it (Interviewee X, audio-taped interview, December 10, 

2007). 

Table 33 indicates that the District’s African-American students taking online 

courses were the group most likely not to have a home computer, and therefore, they 

were more likely not to pass their online course.  Ethnic data were available for 530 of 

the 537 students who took the District’s pre-course survey that asked the question as to 

whether or not a student had easy access to a home computer.  Low expected frequencies 

prevented a chi-square test. 



Running head:  CASE STUDY OF A SCHOOL DISTRICT’S ONLINE PROGRAM 209 

 

 

Table 33 

Students With/Without Computer and Internet Access at Home and Pass/Fail Frequency 

Based on Ethnicity During School Year 2007-2008 

Pass/Fail 
by 

Ethnicity 

“I have easy access to a computer and the Internet at home.” 

No Computer Yes Computer   Column 
% of 

Totals 

Percent 
Pass/ 
Fail Freq. Row % Freq. Row % Total 

Fail [No Credit (NC)] 
Am. Indian 

 
0 3 100.0 3 2.9 

 African-Am. 6 17.6 28 82.4 34 33.0 
 Asian 

 
0 7 100.0 7 6.8 

 Hispanic 1 9.1 10 90.9 11 10.7 
 White 3 6.7 42 93.3 45 43.7 
 Ethnicity unknown 

  
3 

 
3 2.9 

 Sub-Total NC 10 9.7% 93 90.3% 103 100% 19.2% 
Pass [Credit (CR)] 
Am. Indian 

 
0 2 100.0 2 0.5 

 African-Am. 9 14.1 55 85.9 64 14.7 
 Asian 1 3.1 31 96.9 32 7.4 
 Hispanic 

 
0 20 100.0 20 4.6 

 White 5 1.6 307 98.4 312 71.9 
 Ethnicity unknown 

  
4 

 
4 0.9 

 Sub-Total CR 15 3.5% 419 96.5% 434 100% 80.8% 
Total 25 4.7% 512 95.3% 537  100% 

Note.  A total number of 537 unique students completed at least one online course and answered Question 
12 in pre-course survey in school year 2007-2008; ethnicity was known for 530 of them.  No credit (NC) 
was any course grade below “C-.”   
 

Students’ social supports for taking an online course. 

As mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, 14 secondary students in a 

fifth-hour hybrid online course responded to the following researcher-created online 

survey question:  “Besides your online instructor, is there anyone else to whom you can 

turn so that you will be successful in taking an online course?  (Check all that apply.)”  
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There were 18 responses from the 14 students.  Two students indicated that they had two 

people whom they could turn to for help, a friend and a classmate.  One student said there 

was no one to whom they could turn.  Four students said they could turn to a “parent, 

guardian or grandparent.”  Five said they could turn to “a friend,” and one student said 

they could turn to “a brother, sister, or cousin.”  Five students chose “other person.”  

Although students could “comment,” none chose to say who “other” represented; perhaps 

it was another adult or teacher. 

For some students, their online instructor was the one to whom they most often 

turned for support in their online course.  According to staff, some online courses 

provided more one-on-one individualized instruction time between student and teacher 

than that found in a traditional classroom.  For example, when a student took Spanish 

online, they spent one-on-one time with that teacher.  Another example occurred when 

online health and PE teachers were in the same brick-and-mortar schools as some of their 

online students.  Due to the individual nature of the PE courses, the online PE student 

was likely to seek out their online teacher within the building in order to share some of 

their enthusiasm regarding what they were doing.  This was one of the reasons the 

District wanted to see health and PE online teachers in each of the larger high schools 

(District teacher workshop, February 28, 2008). 

In addition to face-to-face meetings, personalized interaction between online 

students and their teachers was augmented by a number of technological components 

provided by the District, such as audio and video conferencing using web-cams 

(Interviewee B, audio-taped interview, August 12, 2008). 
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While there may have been good interaction between an online student and the 

instructor, most of the District’s online courses did not encourage much, if any, student 

interaction with their course peers, even in ALC hybrid courses which had a face-to-face 

component.  Most students were engaged in an individual endeavor and, therefore, 

interacted most with their ALC teacher.  In the case of online PE courses, students may 

have also interacted with a parent or coach who needed to sign-off on the student’s 

journal entries as a means of verification that the student was actually engaging in their 

PE activity. 

Research Question 3:  What are the District and its stakeholders, as a community of 

practice (COP) and large inner-city school district, currently doing in an attempt to 

assist its diverse body of secondary students taking online courses? 

Much of research question three findings were reported in Chapter 4 on the 

history of the online program.  The aspects of question three expanded upon below 

include consideration of (a) when online courses were recommended or discouraged, 

(b) communication with parents, (c) the move toward District-wide standardization of 

curriculum, and (d) the District’s concern for its own viability in an environment of 

school-choice competition.  

Sources recommending online courses to students. 

Interviewed District staff were asked the questions, “Have you ever recommended 

that a student attempt to take a particular course online?  If so, under what 

circumstances?”  A number of responses were received.  Many reported that it depended 

upon their perception of the student’s maturity level or upon special circumstances.  For 
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example, according to one District professional staff person, they had personally 

recommended online courses “to teen moms, a student going to England with family for 

six weeks, for credit recovery, and for students so emotionally distraught that they could 

not handle coming to school” (Interviewee X, audio-taped interview, December 10, 

2007).  The staff person said that online courses enabled students with medical issues, 

either physical or mental, to continue their studies from home (Interviewee X, audio-

taped interview, December 10, 2007).  Staff also reported that students who did not do 

well in social situations may benefit from taking courses online.   

Online math courses were recommended to students who needed to make-up a 

math credit, particularly if the students had failed the first math course in a series and 

were deemed unlikely to pass the next classroom math course that was being offered as 

part of a course sequence. 

Some staff never recommended that a student take an online course, while others 

felt that specific student populations, such as special education students and ELL 

students, struggled more than other students when it came to taking online courses.  

Therefore, they were very judicious in their recommendations and usually would not 

recommend that students take an online course. 

Fourteen high-school students in a hybrid online class completed the researcher’s 

student questionnaire posted online on Zoomerang.  In response to the question:  “Who, if 

anyone, encouraged you to take an online course?  (Check all that apply),” there were a 

total of 26 responses.  Two of the students responded that no one had influenced them, 

stating, “I decided on my own to take a course,” while 64 percent reported that a 
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“teacher” recommended it, and 64 percent said that their “counselor” had recommended 

it; in one instance, it was a “friend” who had recommended it, and in another instance, a 

“classmate” had recommended it.  With students providing multiple responses, it seemed 

as if some students received advice from more than one source. 

Communication with parents. 

Communication with parents was limited mostly to online pre-course orientation 

sessions, but that could be on a hit-or-miss basis.  For example, two parents were 

interviewed by the researcher at the July 19, 2007 orientation using the parent 

questionnaire.  One parent expressed concern that in a previous session, their child had 

not been able to sign up for an online biology course they needed because the teacher was 

not available to sign the paperwork.  At the July 2007 session, the researcher stepped in 

and introduced the parent to the biology teacher so they could get approval for the student 

to register for biology at that session. 

Aside from orientation sessions, there was very little communication between 

online teachers and parents, in part because contact information was not readily available.   

Elementary students received free District email accounts that they kept 

throughout their length of stay in the District.  However, they were not required to use 

them and many did not.  As for parents, online teachers reported that they did not have 

much, if any, contact with parents, in part because they did not receive parent email 

addresses through the student online course registration process, even when it came to 

those instances where a parent had to approve their minor child’s taking an online course. 
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When students were working on their online course at home, parents were 

present, not teachers; but according to online staff, parents often did not understand the 

important role they played in their child’s online course success.  They were used to 

leaving their child’s instruction entirely up to the teacher (Interviewee G, audio-taped 

interview, June 24, 2008).  There were times when it would have been helpful for the 

online teacher to be able to communicate with a parent, but it was difficult when there 

were no email addresses available for parents and it was hard to reach them by telephone.  

Therefore, online teachers found that they had very little contact with parents 

(Interviewee D, audio-taped interview, March 28, 2008; Interviewee E, audio-taped 

interview, March 28, 2008).  In order to reduce the online course dropout rate, by school 

year 2007-2008 new State law had begun requiring online teachers to call a student’s 

home if the student appeared to have stopped working on their online course.  Without 

parent email addresses, it was not possible for online instructors to communicate with 

parents by email prior to the need to call them at home. 

By fall 2008, the District was beginning to collect parent email addresses.  For 

example, the District’s Emergency Referral Cards began asking parents and guardians for 

their email addresses.  The emergency cards provided data for one of the District’s 

primary student-home databases, however, it was difficult to maintain the database and 

keep it updated.  Every fall students were required to bring in an Emergency Referral 

Card with current information.  However, due to District budget cuts, as a rule, there was 

no one with time to update student information into the district-wide database.  Indeed, 
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updating student-record information, including parent email addresses, was an individual 

school-site responsibility. 

When the Parent Portal was implemented, it became another means available to 

the District for collecting parent-or-guardian emails in order to promote parent-school 

email communication.  The Parent Portal gave parents and guardians access to student 

grades and attendance.  It potentially provided them with the opportunity to track their 

child’s progress and know if their child was keeping up with their assignments or not.  

However, as of fall 2008, only some school sites used the web-based grade-book system, 

without which there was diminished parental interest in the portal system.  The District’s 

goal in fall 2008 was to conduct training in the new Parent Portal system at 43 school 

sites, including introducing the system into middle schools and K-8 programs. 

On September 8, 2009, the District launched the first issue of a monthly electronic 

newsletter to those families who had signed up to receive it (personal email, September 4, 

2009), thus beginning a District-wide electronic communication with District parents. 

According to one administrator, one of the road blocks to the District’s schools 

moving toward parental email lists was the perception by some school staff that many 

homes in the District did not have Internet access.  However, as discussed earlier, internal 

District surveys indicated that almost 80 percent of student homes had access to the 

Internet through a home computer (Interviewee B, audio-taped interview, August 12, 

2008).   

Without being able to communicate with many online students’ parents by either 

email or a listserv, the District turned to posting a parent communication on its online 
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learning website.  It had a link on the home page for parents entitled, “Note for Parents.”  

The webpage for parents provided important information regarding student registration 

for online courses that let parents know what they could do to support their child with 

their online course.  To view the contents of the website letter to parents, see 

Appendix D. 

New 2009 State forms for enrolling out-of-district students in online learning 

provider courses included requests for parent email addresses.  The State’s leadership in 

this regard, and its direct oversight of online learning providers, improved the likelihood 

of increased  email communication between online programs and parents or guardians of 

minor online students. 

The lack of communication between instructors and parents in school year 2007-

2008 led to frustration on both sides.  Instructors interviewed were asked the question, 

“In your opinion, do you think parents or guardians of online students are more likely 

than those of classroom students to want to communicate with you regarding the 

student’s progress?  If so, why?”  One teacher responded by saying that there needed to 

be a commitment from the parents of online students, the same as for home-schooled 

children, because the online teacher was not present to make sure the students were 

getting their assignments completed.  The teacher said that parents were used to leaving 

all instruction up to their child’s teachers, so they expected the online teacher to take care 

of all instructional issues; however, as the teacher said, “I can’t come into their house and 

make the kids turn on the computer and go to ...their assignment page instead of on their 

favorite game page, or their favorite blog, or ... MySpace.”  The teacher added, “a lot of 
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parents are real frustrated...because they don’t ...have the time to commit, ... they don’t 

understand the need.”  (Interviewee F, audio-taped interview, June 9, 2008). 

Researcher contact with parents was also very limited, and took place only during 

orientation sessions when everyone was very busy.  Anecdotally, one parent interviewed 

at the June 18, 2007 orientation complained that their child had just completed their first 

online PE course that had required them to come in at the end of the course for a final 

assessment that would be compared to their start-of-course baseline assessment.  Such 

assessments often included using a heart monitor that was sometimes signed out to 

students for the duration of the course.  The parent complained that having just completed 

a final PE 1 assessment, it could have been used as a baseline assessment for PE 2 that 

immediately followed it.  Instead the student was required to come in one week later for a 

start-of-course baseline assessment for PE 2.  According to the parent, this was a waste of 

time; nevertheless, the parent said they were glad for the opportunity for their children to 

be able to take the two courses online. 

Online program moving the District toward a standardized curriculum. 

In the early 1990s, the District’s foray into Site-Based Management led secondary 

curricula away from a standardized model toward school- and teacher-developed 

curricula with many creative results.  By school year 2007-2008, the District struggled to 

organize its existing courses and initiate greater District-wide course standardization, 

because even very similar courses were being recorded under numerous course titles and 

numbers.  One District curriculum and instruction administrator reported working on a 

“common course master,” saying: 
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I’ve been in touch with all the departments—at least one person, usually the 

chairperson.  I’ve had course masters with approximately 150 courses on it across 

the district—more than that.  And what my job was, was to bring in all of the 

names of the courses, because some schools had 25 to 50 names for the same 

course.  They were all listed, because nobody ever bothered to take them out 

(Interviewee L, audio-taped interview, March 18, 2008). 

Once having standardized course titles and numbers, the District made it a policy that 

teachers could not to go back and use old course numbers (Interviewee L, audio-taped 

interview, March 18, 2008). 

Standardizing course titles and numbers was one step toward the District 

standardizing courses.  The online program highlighted yet another problem resulting 

from the District not having a standardized curriculum, and that was the problem of 

finding it difficult to create make-up credit courses for students drawn from across the 

District.  No matter what was created, it would not fit what the various high schools were 

teaching on a quarter-by-quarter basis.  This not only presented a problem for the online 

program, but for the District’s traditional classrooms as well.   

The District had a high student mobility rate with nine percent of its students 

moving around each year among the District’s various schools.  A student moving to a 

different high school in the middle of a term would be enrolled in the same core courses, 

but without course standardization, the student would not be able to pick up where they 

had left off.  They would often encounter entirely new course content. 
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There were a number of factors contributing toward the District’s agenda of 

creating greater District-wide course standardization in which the District’s online 

program played a major role.  These included:  (a) the online program’s move to the 

curriculum and instruction department, (b) online cloned courses moving into traditional 

classrooms, (c) online program course-quality intended to maintain its integrity, and 

(d) technology implemented in high school classrooms. 

One District administrator reported that while the online program was under the 

auspices of the IT department, it was online course work, but since coming under the 

auspices and scrutiny of the curriculum and instruction department, online courses had 

become more attuned to the District’s desire for course content: 

Well, we have more accountability, and there’s more FIT.  Like when kids were 

doing online courses for credit recovery, but they weren’t aligned to our courses 

that they failed or needed to recover.  So [being under the C&I department] is just 

a better match.  And what ALC and Online [administrators are]...really working 

on, is that if a student fails third quarter biology, then they can come to the ALC 

and GET third quarter biology, with the same essential questions, the same 

enduring understandings.  It’s basically our...[District] curriculum as opposed to 

being someone else’s (Interviewee U, audio-taped interview, March 28, 2008). 

The more fully developed online courses, namely the core Health Science 1 and 2 

and Physical Education’s Fitness for Life 1 and 2 courses, had been divided into modules, 

or units.  It had been hoped that standardization of online courses would make it easier 

for one online teacher to take over from another teacher in the event of the need to 
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change staff.  Another benefit of online course modules and standardization was that 

individual modules could be used in traditional classrooms to augment the curriculum. 

In yet another step, in school year 2008-2009, the online program cloned all of its 

teacher-created online courses, broken down into modules, and offered them all to the 

District’s high schools to use in either traditional classrooms or for credit make-up in the 

ALC after-school programs.  Teachers could use the online course modules in the courses 

they taught, modifying them to meet the needs of their particular students and to suit their 

own teaching style.  The teacher using the cloned material was expected to maintain any 

website links that had become broken.   

A student could choose to register for an online course.  On the other hand, by 

cloning the online courses and making them available in the high schools, an ALC or 

classroom teacher could use the cloned course digital materials in whole or in part to 

augment their own instruction in their particular setting.  If a student was in a teacher’s 

classroom or an ALC after-school class, they were subject to using the materials provided 

by their teacher which could include using all or part of a cloned online course under the 

direction of their teacher. 

Therefore, the online program, which began as a centralized repository for the 

District’s courses, began sending its courses back into traditional classrooms.  As a result, 

online courses led the way toward course standardization within the District.  However, 

this did not mean that the District wanted all course content rigidly prescribed.  The need 

would always exist to provide the leeway to meet the needs of students in each particular 

course (Interviewee K, audio-taped interview, April 29, 2008), but a greater degree of 
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standardization had been sought by the District since the mid-2000s (Interviewee AJ, 

personal communication, January 13, 2010) after the start of the District’s online 

program.   

In school year 2007-2008, while health and PE online courses were standardized 

and cloned as template courses, there were some ALC after-school courses that were still 

using Beyond Books resources outside of the Moodle environment.  They were waiting 

for the ALC and online programs to focus on that particular ALC course content in order 

to standardize and develop it, and to provide Moodle training for the teacher.  When it 

came to improving older ALC courses, the online program moved in a cautious and 

deliberate manner as time and resources permitted and as it moved to upgrade all courses 

with rigor, integrity, and alignment to State standards  (Interviewee K, personal 

communication, October 15, 2009).   

“Rigor” and “integrity” were the two by-words of the online program.  The 

program was adamant about having rigor and integrity in its online program in order to 

retain its credibility with educators and clients.  Developers of online courses sought to 

maintain intellectual rigor at least on a par with traditional classroom courses, so as not to 

create a double standard with regard to the awarding of grades and credits.  Integrity was 

important to online courses.  Objective evidence was needed to show that students were 

consistently meeting the State’s academic graduation standards and not simply 

completing surface-level busy-work. 

New technology implemented in traditional classroom high schools made it easier 

to implement online course content in them as well.  Interactive whiteboards, such as 
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Promethean (Promethean World), and document cameras moved into the high-school 

classrooms.  They made it easier to implement modules designed for online courses into 

the traditional face-to-face classroom.  As a result, online course content became 

ubiquitous. 

The District envisioned that online learning’s use of multi-media technology 

would spread into the traditional secondary classroom.  District administrators expressed 

concern that too much classroom time was being spent disseminating information.  One 

of the anticipated benefits of expanding online technology and teacher expertise into the 

traditional classroom was that less classroom time would be spent in sharing content.   

With more digital curriculum, such as that made possible through Moodle, it was 

hoped that students would have an opportunity to access much of the information outside 

of the school day; then more classroom time could be spent doing something with the 

information.  It was hoped that it would lead to students spending more classroom time in 

higher-level thinking activities, project-based learning, and analysis of information.   

It was thought that students frequently spent too much classroom time reading 

from a textbook, because budget cuts had limited both initial textbook purchases and the 

replacement of lost books.  As a result, students were not permitted to take textbooks 

home.  It was thought that digital curriculum could become a viable alternative.  It was 

viewed as being a more cost-effective source of information that could readily be 

updated, especially when compared with textbooks that would suffer from obsolescence 

as well as having a higher cost.  With digital curriculum being deemed essential to online 

learning, the District hoped that the benefits of such digital curriculum would be extended 
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into the traditional classroom as well (Interviewee B, audio-taped interview, August 12, 

2008).   

Some District administrators wanted to see the ALC and online learning program 

help to lead the District toward even greater standardization of curriculum across the 

District, but they thought they were having difficulty obtaining teacher buy-in of a 

standardized curriculum.  Administrators reported that every high school had its own 

culture that impacted course content and created resistance to a District-wide 

standardized curriculum.  The District had tried working with curriculum mapping, but 

recognized that District teachers had become used to having a high level of autonomy in 

constructing their courses.  Once they had a curriculum that worked well with their 

student population, they were reluctant to change it, even if it only meant switching 

course content to a different quarter in the year, because their curriculum sequence was 

set up to match seasons, holidays, and school breaks.  The curriculum sequence 

frequently had been based on data-driven research in which the teacher had confidence, 

and classroom experience had borne out the reason for that confidence (Interviewee AJ, 

personal communication, May 5, 2008).   

District concern for its own viability in an environment of school-choice 

competition. 

As student numbers declined over the years, in part because of there being fewer 

households with school-aged children, and in part due to open enrollment with 25 percent 

of students leaving the District for other options, the overall number of District teaching 

positions had also declined.  It was possible that the online learning program was helping 
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to keep valuable teachers in the District by (a) retaining more students, (b) drawing more 

students into the district, and (c) providing traditional school-day students with extended 

time courses (Interviewee A, personal communication, March 22, 2007).  There was also 

the thought on the part of some teachers that students might choose to make room in their 

daytime course schedule for an elective course they really want to take if they could take 

a required core course online.  Doing so would make it possible for the high schools to 

offer a few more electives (Interviewee C, audio-taped interview, March 20, 2008). 

One of the newer online efforts to retain students by meeting student needs was 

that of accommodating fifth-year seniors with a totally online option.  Fifth-year seniors 

could take District online courses on either a part-time or full-time basis.  Being able to 

complete their high school coursework online helped those seniors who only needed a 

few credits left to make up.  They did not have to tie up their days in the classroom.  It 

permitted them to hold daytime jobs, thus lessening the likelihood of their dropping out 

of high school before graduating.  Fifth-year seniors could also take online courses full-

time, thus enabling them to avoid the stigma of being held back in daytime classrooms 

with younger students, all because they could not graduate with their cohort.  The 

fifth-year seniors program may also have helped the District retain students in a 

competitive educational environment that had a number of options for students who 

wanted to finish high school and get a diploma. 

One way in which the District was able to bring more students into the District 

was by having online courses available to home-schooled students.  Home-schooled 

students could study at home full time, either because they were home schooled by 
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choice, or because they had health or psychological reasons for not attending a brick-and-

mortar school (Interviewee X, audio-taped interview, December 10, 2007).  During 

school year 2007-2008, the District’s database indicated that 393 students were being 

provided with home instruction.  They ranged in grades from kindergarten through 

twelfth grade.   

Parents sometimes enrolled their child in an online course because they either 

could not or chose not to teach it themselves.  For example, a parent might not feel 

comfortable teaching chemistry.  The online program provided students with the 

opportunity to visit a school chemistry lab after-school in order to complete their 

online-course lab experiments (Interviewee E, audio-taped interview, March 28, 2008).   

Some parents with older home-schooled children worked outside of the home.  

Internet tools provided the potential to permit professional parents in an office or on a 

job-site to monitor their high-school-aged children working on online courses at home 

(Interviewee A, personal communication, September 16, 2004). 

The online program was able to provide traditional school-day students with 

outside-of-school online courses.  The State paid approved high-school online programs 

for many of the online courses students took with them.  If the District did not have an 

online program of its own, students who wanted to take online courses would be forced to 

go outside of the district to take them (Interviewee Z, audio-taped interview, December 

11, 2007).  Online courses could bring additional Average Daily Membership (ADM) 

funds into the District, even on a per-student, per-course basis, for part of a school day.  

However, because the State did not recognize geographical or district boundaries within 
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the State when it came to taking online courses, students from all over the State had the 

option to take online courses from any one of a number of State high-school online 

programs.  Therefore, funds could also flow out of the District, too.  Students could 

un-enroll from a traditional classroom course by simply notifying the District that they 

had enrolled in an Advanced Placement online course outside of the District if it were not 

offered in their high school.  According to State law, “No school district or charter school 

may prohibit a student from applying to enroll in online learning” (State website, “Is 

online learning open to all [State] K-12 students?” para. 3).   

In school year 2007-2008, State online programs had been increasing in number, 

and student participation had been growing at both the K-8 and high-school levels.  

Therefore, according to administration, if the District were not in the forefront, it would 

have to play catch-up (Interviewee F, audio-taped interview, June 9, 2008).  District 

administrators also recognized the need to remain competitive in an environment of 

“school choice” where other online programs were advertising their programs in various 

print media and on billboards within blocks of the District’s large high schools.  District 

administrators recognized the value of the online program for its potential to retain some 

students, bring back others, and to bring in new students to the District. 

Summary of Findings 

 Both statistical descriptive data and qualitative interview data addressed the 

research question of this case study:  How might the phenomenon of taking online 

courses by a diverse body of high-school students in an inner-city public school district 

be understood and described from the perspectives of various stakeholders comprising an 
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activity domain, a domain that includes students, parents-or-guardians, instructors, and 

administrators?  The data addressed the three sub-research questions and their 

components.  The three sub-questions were: 

1. What are some of the factors motivating secondary students in the District to 

take an online course?    

2. What attributes and social capital might a secondary student bring with them 

to meet the challenges of a secondary online course that will make successful 

online course completion for credit more likely within the District’s activity 

domain?   

3. What are the District and its stakeholders, as a community of practice (COP) 

and large inner-city school district, currently doing in an attempt to assist its 

diverse body of secondary students taking online courses?  

The three research questions were primarily supported by staff interviews and 

District archival data.  Student responses regarding their motivations for taking online 

courses were limited; therefore, staff interviews and frequency data were relied upon in 

order to infer student motivations.  A few anecdotal student opinions were ascertained 

from researcher-created surveys. 

Staff consensus indicated that students were motivated to take online and ALC 

hybrid courses in order to graduate from high school.  Descriptive data, particularly in the 

form of various frequency tables, indicated that approximately two-thirds of the online 

courses completed in the District’s online program in school year 2007-2008 were the 

popular four core courses in the health and PE department, over 90 percent of which were 
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passed.  The four core health and PE online courses taken by students in the District’s 

two largest International Baccalaureate (IB) high schools were graduation requirements.  

Staff interviews reported that the IB program was the impetus behind the popularity of 

the online health and PE courses, because IB students did not have enough room in their 

class schedules to take these required courses. 

Chi-square tests showed that four factors were significant predictors of either a 

pass or fail outcome for a completed online course:  (a) course titles, (b) student ethnicity, 

(c) student home computer and Internet access, and (d) year-in-school.  Gender was not 

found to be a significant factor. 

With regard to research question two, student antecedent characteristics, 

attributes, and attitudes, these data were primarily limited to the District’s pre-course 

survey, “Is Online Learning Right for Me?”  Most students reported feeling 

self-confident with regard to their academic and technical abilities.  They responded with 

either a four or five on a five-Likert scale. 

Anecdotal reports by students and staff indicated that in the beginning of the 

online program, students perhaps did not know what to expect when registering for online 

courses; however, with the passage of time, online registrants in school year 2007-2008 

reportedly had more realistic time and rigor expectations with regard to taking an online 

course.  They knew that online courses would not be easy.  While most students, 

reportedly, had basic computer skills and comfort-levels, they often did not delve beneath 

the surface of web-based material when working on their courses. 



Running head:  CASE STUDY OF A SCHOOL DISTRICT’S ONLINE PROGRAM 229 

 

 

Limited data provided by hybrid online course students indicated that most 

students, but not all, had someone other than their online instructor to whom they could 

turn for help in understanding their online course and materials. 

Concerning findings regarding research question three, portions of which were 

reported in Chapter 4, there were several findings regarding (a) when online courses are 

recommended or discouraged, (b) communication with parents, (c) the move toward 

District-wide standardization of curriculum, and (d) the District’s concern for its own 

viability in an environment of school-choice competition.  A number of staff reported that 

any recommendation that a student take an online course depended upon their perception 

of the student’s maturity level or upon special circumstances.  As for communication 

with parents, aside from orientation sessions there was little communication between 

online teachers and parents, in part because contact information was not readily available. 

There were a number of factors contributing to the District’s agenda of creating 

greater District-wide course standardization in which the District’s online program played 

a major role.  They included:  (a) the online program’s move to the curriculum and 

instruction department, (b) online course clones moving into traditional classrooms, 

(c) online program quality to maintain its integrity, and (d) technology implemented in 

high school classrooms. 

The District as a whole, and the academic leadership team in particular, were 

reportedly supportive of the online program, because it offered students and the District a 

number of benefits, including one means for asserting a competitive edge in the light of 
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open enrollments that led to 25 percent of students within the District’s borders choosing 

other educational alternatives.   

The District’s strong support of health and PE courses and the dominance of these 

courses in the online program were viewed as building lifelong habits for healthy living 

in students and helping to save teaching positions. 
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Chapter 6:  Summary, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

Five chapter summaries occur below, followed by an activity theory interpretation 

of the District’s community of practice.  They are followed by summative and evaluative 

statements; conclusions, and a number of recommendations. 

Background for Study and Rationale 

Since November 2006, online high school programs have been proliferating in the 

U.S. and globally.  The State of Michigan became the first state requiring high-school 

students to have some kind of online experience prior to graduation.   Projections put 

K-12 online enrollments at more than three million by 2013 (Picciano & Seaman, 2007), 

and some think students will be taking half of all their secondary courses online by 2019 

(Christensen & Horn, 2008).  In the new world of school choice, and global threats from 

pandemics and terrorism, school districts are feeling the need to prepare for the 

eventuality, at some point, of providing online courses for students.    

Historically, distance education programs such as correspondence courses that 

were prevalent in the twentieth century have been fraught with high dropout rates.  High 

dropout rates have plagued online programs as well, leading to the impetus to identify 

students at-risk of not passing them in order to provide them with the necessary support 

to be successful.   

Despite the continuing growth in K-12 online programs, there have been very few 

studies of secondary online students.  Therefore, this case study was designed to study the 

online program of a large inner-city Midwestern public school district that had 70 percent 

students of color and over 80 different languages spoken at home.  It attempted to 
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understand the phenomenon of student experiences, and the experiences of various 

stakeholders in the District’s online learning program’s community of practice, and 

interpret them through the lens of Vygotskian activity theory (AT).   

This was a mixed methods case study.  District quantitative archival data were 

statistically analyzed to learn about student antecedent characteristics and determine the 

kinds of online courses for which secondary students registered during school year 

2007-2008, and their final-grade outcomes.  Qualitative data were obtained from 

23 audio-taped face-to-face survey interviews with District staff.  After transcription, 

statements were sorted on keywords for later retrieval.  Staff questionnaires, which 

appear in the appendixes, were designed to gain staff perspectives of the online program 

and students.   

The research question of this case study was:  How might the phenomenon of 

taking online courses by a diverse body of high-school students in an inner-city public 

school district be understood and described from the perspectives of various stakeholders 

comprising an activity domain, a domain that includes students, parents-or-guardians, 

instructors, and administrators, with three sub-research questions, which are as follows: 

4. What are some of the factors motivating various secondary students to take an 

online course?   

5. What attributes and social capital might a secondary student bring with them to 

meet the challenges of a secondary online course that will make successful 

online course completion for credit more likely within the District’s activity 

domain?   
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6. What is the District, as a community of practice (COP) and large inner-city 

school district, currently doing in an attempt to assist its diverse body of 

secondary students taking online courses?   

Given the size of this case study, a number of limitations needed to be established 

and assumptions accepted.  The six assumptions included the following:   

1. Differences exist between adult learners and high-school students that can 

impact course-completion outcomes.   

2. High-school students’ online learning experiences differ from traditional face-

to-face classroom learning experiences.   

3. Online course design and technology can impact course success/non-success.   

4. Students engaged in the social construction of meaning through individual 

cognitive activity differ from students who are passive rather than active 

recipients of information received through the delivery of web-based content.   

5. Assumptions exist about Vygotskian constructivist theory that student learning 

is affected by the social group of which they are a part.  

6. Information technology (IT) costs will affect both access to computer 

equipment and the quality of online instruction.   

Summary of Background Literature 

The background literature reviewed for this case study includes the following 

categories:  (a) the history of distance education, (b) two theoretical perspectives for the 

research, and (c) distance education studies. 



Running head:  CASE STUDY OF A SCHOOL DISTRICT’S ONLINE PROGRAM 234 

 

 

Given the relatively short history of online courses, which account for less than 

two decades, the history of distance education, in general, becomes all the more 

important.  Distance education in the past, beginning with correspondence education in 

1728 in the United States, grew in numbers.  However, it was often criticized for its high 

dropout rates (Noble, 1999, November).  With the advent of new computer technology 

and the Internet, correspondence courses have almost entirely been replaced with online 

courses that are now being similarly criticized for higher dropout rates than those found 

in traditional, face-to-face classrooms (Roblyer et al., 2007, April 11).  Nevertheless, 

online courses, because they solve problems of time and place, have exploded in number 

at both the secondary and post-secondary levels.  At the secondary level, home-schoolers 

are increasing in number and swelling the ranks of K-12 online students. 

This case study used both Vygotskian activity theory (AT) and motivational 

self-efficacy theory in its conceptual framework.  AT provides a model for understanding 

and describing online secondary students within their social/cognitive milieu, which is 

very different from the social/cognitive environment of adult learners at the 

post-secondary level.  As a theory, AT can describe the District as a community of 

practice.  The zone of proximal development is part of activity theory that supports the 

metaphor of scaffolding.  Scaffolding, in turn, is a key strategy of online programs to 

support at-risk students.  In this regard, the literature recommends a number of supportive 

techniques, including pre-course orientations, hybrid face-to-face components, and 

in-school online-course time.  
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Because there are very few studies of secondary online students, adult studies 

were referenced in an attempt to possibly understand factors that might be associated 

with online secondary students as well.  Adult studies have analyzed online learners 

through the lens of motivational theory, learner characteristics, and self-efficacy in 

particular.   

Recent studies have been working toward a means of predicting online student 

course outcomes with mixed and limited success.  Internal locus of control has been one 

global trait with moderate predictive capability.  Age has produced mixed results and 

may not be generalizeably worth pursuing further.  Wang and Newlin (2002, May) report 

that self-efficacy has been a stronger predictor of online student success than global traits 

such as age or gender.  In two studies, student GPAs were found to be strong predictors 

of online course success.  Surveying online student technology skills appears to have 

diminishing predictability as today’s learners at all levels are becoming more 

technologically savvy.  A number of online programs have pre-course web-based 

course-readiness surveys.  Studies seem to indicate that they are not good predictors of 

online course success.  In one such study, Hall (2008, Fall) found that the most 

significant indicator of final grade was the course in which a student enrolled.   

In the rare instance of online secondary student studies, Roblyer and her 

associates conducted two studies of online secondary students, using a questionnaire they 

created, the Educational Success Prediction Instrument (ESPRI).  The ESPRI was 

intended to predict which online secondary students were likely to pass, and which were 

likely to fail their online courses.  While both the ESPRI and its modified instrument, the 



Running head:  CASE STUDY OF A SCHOOL DISTRICT’S ONLINE PROGRAM 236 

 

 

ESPRI-V2, proved to have internal reliability, they were superseded in their predictive 

ability by previous student course performance in the form of a self-reported GPA.  The 

primarily white student demographics in both studies make the generalizability of the 

instrument uncertain and not yet validated in other secondary student environments.  On 

the other hand, the District in this case study is very diverse and thus more representative 

of the secondary students taking online courses today.  This case study used a District 

pre-course student survey to create predictive factors that could be part of a predictive 

model. 

Background literature recommended two ways to support online learners:  

Through the use of pre-course orientation sessions and through a hybrid course format. 

Summary of Methodologies 

This was a mixed-methods case study undertaken by an etic, non-participant 

researcher, seeking to learn about the phenomenon of a large Midwestern, inner-city 

public school district’s online program for students from the perspective of its various 

participants.  This case study sought to collect both quantitative and qualitative data.   

The originally planned quantitative research survey instruments did not work for a 

number of reasons.  Neither students nor parents could be contacted, nor did they respond 

to requests to complete online or paper surveys.  Further, the District had its own 

pre-course survey, and it was these data that were substituted for the uncollectable 

researcher-survey data.   

The study used quantitative District archival data from the online program’s 

pre-course web-based survey of students that were then matched to the students’ online 
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quarter-length course grades.  Some 537 unique students in grades 9 through 12 

completed the District survey and at least one online course.  However, another 317 

students completed an online course who did not take the survey.  These 854 students 

formed one database of unique students in grades 9 through 12.  An auxiliary database 

containing the 1,995 courses completed by the 854 students was used to calculate course-

frequencies.  The student responses to the online survey questions constituted 

independent variables and students’ completed-course outcomes of pass or fail 

constituted the dependent variables.  In other analyses, student course-title selections, and 

student characteristics of gender, year-in-school, and ethnicity were also used as 

independent variables.  Again, completed-course outcomes of pass or fail constituted the 

dependent variables. 

Dropouts and withdrawal data were not available.  There were a number of 

reasons why they were not available.  Since its beginning, the District’s online program 

had difficulty with data accuracy, in part due to limited clerical staffing, in part due to 

using multiple databases, and in part due to high student mobility.  

Face-to-face interviews of 23 District staff yielded qualitative data to provide a 

historical background for the online program, support for the quantitative case study 

findings, and help answering the research questions.  The researcher-constructed 

questionnaires in Appendix E guided the 23 interviews that were audio-taped and 

transcribed.  The questions were prompts for open-ended responses that resulted in 

analysis for themes based on the research questions.  These interview data were sorted on 

the key research questions.  Some interviewees were asked follow-up questions in emails 



Running head:  CASE STUDY OF A SCHOOL DISTRICT’S ONLINE PROGRAM 238 

 

 

or with telephone calls.  In addition, there was one workshop that was audio-taped and 

transcribed, and 16 less formal face-to-face, telephone, and emailed queries of individual 

staff for the purpose of clarifying various aspects of the District’s online program. 

The researcher used SPSS statistical methods to analyze quantitative data supplied 

by the online program and the District.  An exploratory factor analysis was run on the 

10 Likert-scale survey questions in the District’s online survey.  These were items the 

survey referred to as “personal attitudes.”  Eight appeared to be very promising as 

predictors of higher course grades.  Using factor analysis, the eight items were entered as 

variables.  Both the Scree plot and the initial Eigenvalues indicated that there may be a 

case for two factors.  The researcher theorized that the set of eight questions might be 

categorized as (a) student internal self-efficacy attitudes, and (b) student external self-

efficacy attitudes as a member of a community of practice.  These two concept factors 

were confirmed and entered into the SPSS core student database as if they were variables.  

The analysis of all eight Likert-scale questions yielded an overall reliability coefficient of 

α = .80. 

Summary of Historical Findings 

Chapter 4 focused on qualitative interview data that addressed research question 

three.  A review of the history of the District’s online program found an evolution in its 

course offerings and several factors that led to changes in the online program.  In 

addition, there was a close association between the District-wide ALC program and the 

online program, with the District’s online learning program primarily serving 

academically proficient students, while the ALC program, by State law, served at-risk 
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students.  Legislated programs, funding, and State requirements established explicit rules 

for the District’s online program that differed from the rules established for ALC courses. 

Although the District’s online program tested a pilot online program in summer 

2002, it was not until school year 2003-2004 that, as a State-approved online certified 

provider, the District began offering online courses.  The District’s teachers and staff 

created the online course offerings. 

In line with one of its missions to provide online elective courses that had been 

squeezed out of most high schools, the online program offered several elective courses in 

the beginning, but they were not continued.  By school year 2007-2008, the online 

program primarily offered required core-courses to meet the needs of students to make-up 

course credits and to graduate on time.   

As with many large, inner-city public school districts, the District followed the 

funding streams provided by the State and the federal government.  As a result, funding 

restrictions impacted the online program’s agenda, making it difficult to offer accelerated 

courses to students and keeping the focus on credit recovery and timely graduation.  The 

online program benefitted from various federal technology funding programs, including 

Title I and II, E2-T2, and the E-Rate, that laid the groundwork for much of the District’s 

technological infrastructure.  A District technology referendum that passed made the 

addition of new computer labs in schools possible in preparation for the State moving its 

graduation tests away from a paper-pencil format to a computerized format. 

By fall 2009, the District’s online program had become ubiquitous within the 

District.  All of the program’s courses were cloned and given to the high schools, where 
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individual classroom teachers could use the modules in them, or the ALC programs could 

use them in their entirety.  The online program was planning to create online courses for 

all courses offered at the high-school level.  This development coincided with increased 

technology installed in high school traditional classrooms that included whiteboards, 

document cameras, and multimedia devices, together with various wireless technologies, 

all of which enabled the potential use of online course materials in traditional classrooms. 

Staff interviews indicated that District teacher-created online courses produced a 

number of difficulties when cloned and passed on to other teachers.  In particular, 

teachers often retained much tacit knowledge that could not be cloned.  In addition, 

online courses often contained a number of links that become broken and had to be either 

renewed or replaced.  It was also common for some graphics and other items not to clone 

well and to need replacing.   

When teachers are asked to create courses and put them online to be shared, their 

role is expanded from that of being content experts, to also being technologically savvy 

course designers, an expansion of their role for which they have generally not been 

prepared.   

In addition to struggles with cloned courses, staff interviews also highlighted 

teacher expressions of feeling burned out, particularly when asked to teach an online 

course in addition to teaching a full traditional classroom load.   

Summary of Findings 

 Both statistical descriptive data and qualitative interview data addressed the 

research question of this case study:  How might the phenomenon of taking online 
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courses by a diverse body of high-school students in an inner-city public school district 

be understood and described from the perspectives of various stakeholders comprising an 

activity domain, a domain that includes students, parents-or-guardians, instructors, and 

administrators?  The data addressed the three sub-research questions and their 

components.  The three sub-questions were: 

1. What are some of the factors motivating secondary students in the District to 

take an online course?    

2. What attributes and social capital might a secondary student bring with them 

to meet the challenges of a secondary online course that will make successful 

online course completion for credit more likely within the District’s activity 

domain?   

3. What are the District and its stakeholders, as a community of practice (COP) 

and large inner-city school district, currently doing in an attempt to assist its 

diverse body of secondary students taking online courses?  

The three research questions were primarily supported by staff interviews and 

District archival data.  Student responses regarding their motivations for taking online 

courses were limited; therefore, staff interviews and frequency data were relied upon in 

order to infer student motivations.  A few anecdotal student opinions were ascertained 

from researcher-created surveys. 

Staff consensus indicated that students were motivated to take online and ALC 

hybrid courses in order to graduate from high school.  Descriptive data, particularly in the 

form of various frequency tables, indicated that approximately two-thirds of the online 
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courses completed in the District’s online program in school year 2007-2008 were the 

popular four core courses in the health and PE department, over 90 percent of which were 

passed.  The four core health and PE online courses taken by students in the District’s 

two largest International Baccalaureate (IB) high schools were graduation requirements.  

Staff interviews reported that the IB program was the impetus behind the popularity of 

the online health and PE courses, because IB students did not have enough room in their 

class schedules to take these required courses. 

Chi-square tests show that four factors were significant predictors of either a pass 

or fail outcome for a completed online course:  (a) course titles, (b) student ethnicity, 

(c) student home computer and Internet access, and (d) year-in-school.  Gender was not 

found to be a significant factor. 

With regard to research question two, student antecedent characteristics, 

attributes, and attitudes, these data were primarily limited to the District’s pre-course 

survey, “Is Online Learning Right for Me?”  Most students reported feeling self-

confident with regard to their academic and technical abilities.  They responded with 

either a four or five on a five-Likert scale. 

Anecdotal reports by students and staff indicated that in the beginning of the 

online program, students perhaps did not know what to expect when registering for online 

courses; however, with the passage of time, online registrants in school year 2007-2008 

reportedly had more realistic time and rigor expectations with regard to taking an online 

course.  They knew that online courses would not be easy.  While most students, 
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reportedly, had basic computer skills and comfort-levels, they often did not delve beneath 

the surface of web-based material when working on their courses. 

Limited data provided by hybrid online course students indicated that most 

students, but not all, had someone other than their online instructor to whom they could 

turn for help in understanding their online course and materials. 

Concerning findings regarding research question three, portions of which were 

reported in Chapter 4, there were several findings regarding (a) when online courses are 

recommended or discouraged, (b) communication with parents, (c) the move toward 

District-wide standardization of curriculum, and (d) the District’s concern for its own 

viability in an environment of school-choice competition.  A number of staff reported that 

any recommendation that a student take an online course depended upon their perception 

of the student’s maturity level or upon special circumstances.  As for communication 

with parents, aside from orientation sessions there was little communication between 

online teachers and parents, in part because contact information was not readily available. 

There were a number of factors contributing to the District’s agenda of creating 

greater District-wide course standardization in which the District’s online program played 

a major role.  They included:  (a) the online program’s move to the curriculum and 

instruction department, (b) online course clones moving into traditional classrooms, 

(c) online program quality to maintain its integrity, and (d) technology implemented in 

high school classrooms. 

The District as a whole, and the academic leadership team in particular, were 

reportedly supportive of the online program, because it offered students and the District a 
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number of benefits, including one means for asserting a competitive edge in the light of 

open enrollments that led to 25 percent of students within the District’s borders choosing 

other educational alternatives.   

The District’s strong support of health and PE courses and the dominance of these 

courses in the online program were viewed as building lifelong habits for healthy living 

in students and helping to save teaching positions. 

Interpretation Using Activity Theory 

In accordance with Kaptelinin and Nardi’s (1997) principle of activity theory 

development, this case study tracked the District’s online program’s history, 

development, and practice.  Because secondary online learning is a relatively new field, 

this case study found the District’s online learning program in flux, undergoing 

continuous change as it positioned itself into the District’s structure, becoming ever more 

ubiquitous. 

This case study also considered basic mediated activity comprised of tools (online 

program artifacts in a computer environment), subjects (learners), motivated toward an 

object (high-school graduation, with the intermittent goals of successful course 

completions) that were mediated by the community of practice (District, teachers, 

administrators, and other stakeholders) that existed within an external environment of 

State and federal regulations.  Aspects of the AT domain in this case study included:  

• The community of practice (COP) as it existed in the District.  For example, 

the community support for learners taking courses in certain ways.  The COP 
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chose which courses could be taken online and which had to be taken in a 

traditional classroom.  

• Roles referred to a student’s position in the system in contrast to other 

participants, such as parents, teachers, and administrators.  

• Rules included the District’s criteria for completing a course successfully for 

credit, and how that criteria may have differed from taking the course in a 

classroom or gymnasium.  There were also the State’s criteria.  The State had 

oversight over all online courses on which State tax dollars were spent. 

The District’s secondary online learning program as it existed in school year 

2007-2008 may be viewed as a community of practice (COP) situated within an activity 

domain that had a hierarchical component.  Although there was a close association 

between the District’s Area Learning Center (ALC) web-based program and the 

secondary online learning program, the ALC program would have constituted a separate 

COP, because it operated under different State laws and funding directives; its web-based 

environment was a hybrid, because a teacher needed to be present most of the time.  On 

the other hand, secondary online courses operated in an asynchronous virtual 

environment. 

There was an exterior, “cloud-like” component to the District’s secondary online 

program, because of the major role of the State’s oversight of the District’s online 

program.  Any secondary student within the State could take an online course from any 

State-approved online provider of which the District was one.  As a result, the State had 

direct oversight with respect to secondary online courses and programs.  Although the 
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researcher attempted to set up an interview with the person in the State’s Department of 

Education who had the role of online program oversight, permission was denied, because 

the person said that they were too busy to grant an interview.  Therefore, information 

regarding the District’s COP was limited to the District alone. 

Figure 3 is a modification of the educational activity theory model based on Yrjö 

Engeström’s Activity Theory (AT) model (Barab et. al., 2004), showing definitions of 

tools, objects, subjects, rules, roles, and community of practice as they pertained to the 

District’s online program in school year 2007-2008. 

Figure 3 

The District’s Online Program Activity Theory Model Based on Yrjö Engeström’s 
Activity Theory Model     
                                                                  Tools 
                          (computer; online courses; their priority) 
 

 

                                        Subject                                    Objects (purpose; intentionality) 
                                  (students)       (Activity:  high school graduation 
            Action:  productive, self- 
    efficacious online course  
                                        behaviors 
        Goal:  successful course  
       completion)  

               Rules                                                                            Roles 
(e.g. need for credits)       District Community of Practice     (e.g. student, teacher,  
       parent) 

 
The major components of activity theory are described in terms of the District’s 

unique actions and activities as mediated through AT:  tools, objects, goals, rules, and the 

roles of the various stakeholders in the system. 



Running head:  CASE STUDY OF A SCHOOL DISTRICT’S ONLINE PROGRAM 247 

 

 

In AT theory, tools are viewed as artifacts that mediate the relationship between 

subject and object.  There are many tools and digital artifacts in the District’s online 

program as they functioned within an environment of computer technology.  Online 

program artifacts included various documents and materials provided to the online 

student, including a syllabus, the design that went into the creation of the course and as it 

existed in an explicit plan for guiding a student through the course assignments.  Tools 

also included online resources, some of which were District vendor subscriptions.   

Many of the online program’s “tools” and digital artifacts were “objectifications” 

because they made social interaction possible (Fjeld et al., 2002).  Thus, the student 

courses and their components, as well as the cloned courses, may be viewed as tools 

created for the purpose of educating the District’s students.  Tools are part of a cultural 

context.  For example, in the case of the District’s health and PE courses, the courses may 

be viewed as “a tool [that] connects an individual to other human beings by mediating 

activity, thereby becoming part of a cultural context” (Fjeld et al., 2002, p. 157). 

The creation of the District’s online program would not have been possible 

without the technological advancements in computers and the networking capabilities of 

their supportive infrastructure.  It was necessary for these advancements to precede the 

online program.  By school year 2007-2008, various online program affordances were 

made possible by advances in peripherals such as web-cams.  In addition, the online 

courses themselves, as shown in Figure 3, may be interpreted as having been “tools” in 

the District’s activity system.  For example, the template health and PE courses were 
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tools through which online students performed actions and interacted with their online 

instructors. 

In the AT hierarchical model, according Leont’ev, “activity” and “action” are two 

different things (Engestrӧm & Miettinen, 1999).  In the instance of the District’s online 

learning program’s activity domain, the primary motivation of both the District and 

students appeared to be “high-school graduation,” which was the “activity,” but the 

“action” moved along the progressive steps of completing an online course by means of 

self-efficacious behaviors as measured in a self-report of such actions by the District’s 

Likert pre-course questionnaire items.  The District, as a community of practice, 

supported online teachers with training for them to participate in the task of creating a 

zone of proximal development for students.  Both the District and teachers also provided 

students with instructional scaffolding tools.  The substance of the activity of graduating 

from high school was to reach the outcome of attaining a life-stage that permited the 

learner to receive a credential and matriculate to the next stage in their personal life that 

may have included post-secondary instruction and/or the adult world-of-work in an 

environment external to the high-school environment. 

Online course completion was a progressive step, or Dewey’s milestone goal, on 

the way toward high-school graduation that in activity theory was the “activity,” and for 

Dewey was the “ultimate motive” (Engestrӧm & Miettinen, 1999, p. 6).  The action of 

goal-attainment, in philosophical foundations of activity theory, pertains to the idea that it 

is through action, through work, that a person creates themselves. 
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Put less transcendentally, a person may obtain a sense of self from their actions.  

Thus, the eight Likert-scale items chosen for the two factorial constructs used as online 

course outcome predictors were self-statements that described “the work of learning” 

behaviors that supported goals common to classroom learning with which students were 

likely to be familiar.  The terminal goal was to obtain a successful online course outcome 

of passing the course.  This outcome may have differed among students, in that some 

may have sought merely to obtain a credit, while others may have sought to obtain a high 

course grade, as well, in order to maintain or improve their GPA. 

In line with Vygotskian activity theory, there are different ways “to meet the same 

goal” (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 1997, “Hierarchical structure...” para. 1).  The District offered 

multiple pathways for students to pursue a terminal goal of receiving a course credit as 

they progressed in the activity of achieving high-school graduation.  These alternatives 

included:  Online courses, ALC courses, traditional classroom courses, and credit by 

assessment. 

In AT theory, rules are viewed as mediating relationships between a subject and 

the community of practice.  All stakeholders in the District’s online learning program 

participated in establishing the rules appropriate to their role in the activity domain.     

The Midwestern State had to approve the sufficiency of every course placed 

online for which there were State graduation standards.  The State determined the 

standards that needed to be met in order for online students to receive a course credit.  

The State had a “Credit by Assessment” law that permited students to test out of a course 

if they already understood the material being taught.  The credit by assessment standards 
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and requirements were the same as those in “regular” online program courses, with the 

exception that there was no teaching involved.   

At the district level, it was the District’s board members who determined the 

amount of funding that would go into the budget to support the online program’s goals.  

The District’s curriculum and instruction department oversaw and approved new online 

course offerings.     

The online learning program’s administrators set rules pertaining to new online 

teacher training and expectations.  Online administrators reported the need for online 

teachers to learn how to adapt to a new environment, away from a face-to-face 

environment to that of an online environment.     

Parents of minor children needed to give consent in order for their children to take 

an online course.  They may also have established rules for their children with regard to 

working on their online courses when they were in the home environment.   Students 

decided whether or not they would participate in an ALC or an online course, but first 

they needed approval from their parents and school counselor.  Tacit rules observed by 

students differed among ALC, online, and IB program students when it came to taking a 

course, because more stigma was associated with a student’s having to make up a failed 

traditional course than for a student taking an online course in order to make room in 

their class schedule for another class.  In addition, there appeared to be a greater stigma 

associated with a student’s needing to attend summer school to make up credits.   

Rules were an interactive mediating element between students as subjects and the 

District’s online program as a community of practice.  Negotiating those rules between 
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student subjects and various members of the community of practice created different 

course experiences for students in different programs. 

Many online teachers created their own courses.  According to activity theory, 

course creation would be considered an “internal mental activity [that] materializes into 

artifacts.”  Such “objectification is what Leont’ev called exteriorization” by “making 

ideas accessible to others” (Fjeld et al., 2002, p. 154).  Teachers selected assignments that 

were aligned with the State’s graduation standards and that met the needs of their 

students.  Teachers also may have created scaffolding tools as “a series of participant 

structures and supports that...[would] facilitate the emergence of activity to be a 

productive and useful characterization” (Barab at al., 2003).  Teachers sometimes 

required students to finish assignments and the course on time, or they may have 

established parameters for flexibility with regard to timely assignment and course 

completion. 

ALC teachers had more personal discretion with regard to course content than did 

online teachers as long as they were meeting the State’s graduation standards.  As 

content-area specialists, and under the new “highly qualified” teacher rule, teachers were 

assumed to be able to follow the District’s curriculum and instruction department 

guidelines and the State’s content rubrics in making sure their curriculum met the State’s 

graduation standard for their particular content area.   

AT domain roles operated within a division of labor that included:  Students, 

parents, teachers, administrators at various levels, and other staff, such as school 

counselors and social workers.  In activity theory applied to this case study, roles 
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mediated the relationship between the community and the object of high-school 

graduation. 

The lack of communication between the parents of online students and online 

teachers led to role confusion.  While there was a strong role for parents to play in 

supporting their children’s online course endeavors, some parents were either too busy or 

not sure as to what they might do.  Others thought that it was the professional teacher’s 

role to guide their child in making satisfactory online course progress but, unlike the 

traditional classroom teacher, the online teacher was not present and, thus, expected the 

parent to support their child’s learning efforts. 

The online learning program administrators met with high-school counselors in 

order to promote the online program and answer their questions, because it was the 

counselors who were often the ones who recommended that a student take an online 

course.   

The District did not exist in a vacuum.  There was an external environment that 

included hierarchical components such as the State’s Department of Education and the 

federal Department of Education.  Environments, along with tools, rules, and roles, may 

also be viewed as mediators (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006).  The District’s administrators 

and online program leadership participated as subjects with the external environment in 

collaborative work efforts.  As one of the larger school districts in the State, and one that 

had been engaged in providing online courses for a number of years, the District’s online 

learning program administrators traveled around the State, conducting workshops and 

sharing their expertise as they shared the District’s health and PE courses with other 
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school districts.  Sometimes they provided out-of-state workshops as well.  In the spirit of 

cooperation, the District freely shared its health and PE courses with other districts, and 

in return, other districts shared their resources with the District.  Sharing resources among 

public school districts was viewed as one way in which to raise the quality of all online 

programs. 

All of the online administrators participated in providing training opportunities for 

online teachers and in providing support for online students, helping them with any 

technical difficulties they may have had.  The District’s IT department also had staff who 

provided training to teachers, but not with the purpose of training them to become online 

teachers; IT staff training was related to system resources classroom teachers used, such 

as the District’s attendance and transcript database system.  IT also provided training in 

new equipment distributed to school sites.  Likewise, the media services department 

provided training to media services personnel who used the District’s online 

record-keeping system for media resources. 

Because integrity of online courses was important to the program, online learning 

program administrators had role expectations for teachers.  They expected teachers to 

watch for conflicts in time that may have meant that someone else was doing a student’s 

online coursework.   

Many online teachers were teaching a full classroom load in addition to an online 

course.  Because online teachers provided the most immediate support to their online 

students, given the time pressures and constraints the teachers were under, some teachers 
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were conflicted over their primary role as a classroom teacher and the amount of time 

required in order to fulfill their additional duties as an online teacher. 

The complexity of the teaching role meant that there were many tacit role 

expectations operating in the online environment.  This expanded the roles of teachers, 

particularly those who were in both face-to-face and online teaching environments.  For 

example, as evidenced by the health and PE teacher workshop of February 28, 2008, the 

District would have liked to see classroom teachers take on the second role as online 

instructors to students at their building sites in order to be available for more face-to-face 

interventions with students at risk of not passing their online courses, or to generally meet 

the needs of their online students.   

In the future, the roles of teachers may be expected to expand further as 

technological advancements occur and as instructional accountability increases. 

Conclusions 

The conclusions in this case study appear below based on the three research 

questions, and on the finding that the District’s online program had been playing a role in 

standardizing courses District-wide, a role that the District supported.   

Research question 1. 

To the first research question, “What are some of the factors motivating 

secondary students in the District to take an online course?” it was found that students 

were primarily motivated to take online courses in order to graduate from high school.  

Secondary factors supported this motivation.  Online courses offered flexibility in time 

and place that helped students meet their goal of high-school graduation.  For example, 
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the flexibility offered by online courses permited students to hold after-school jobs and to 

travel extensively with their families while still making progress toward a timely 

graduation. 

One of the online program’s earliest and first missions was to increase elective 

opportunities for high-school students from across the District so they could take elective 

courses from a centralized program.  However, that was not what happened in school 

year 2007-2008.  Instead, the vast majority of online courses offered were “core courses” 

required for graduation.  This was due in part to both lack of demand on the part of 

students and lack of funding for elective online courses that were not well attended.   

In principle, the District would like to have seen more electives being offered 

online; however, the District was only funded for offering credit make-up courses.  

In addition, most students had enough room in their traditional course schedules to 

accommodate all of the elective courses needed to graduate.  Students did not appear to 

be interested in taking an elective course based on personal interest.  It appeared as if 

students chose which online courses to take based on necessity rather than preference.  

As a result, the online courses offered by the District in school year 2007-2008 were 

those that students needed in order to graduate, which were primarily those courses that 

qualified for credit-recovery funding.  

In school year 2007-2008, State funding for credit-recovery courses did not apply 

to students taking health and PE courses for the first time, but the District chose to fund 

them because they were required courses.  Students could take them online if they did not 

have room in their class schedule to take them.  The four core health and PE courses were 
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the online courses taken the most frequently.  They also had the highest passage rates 

because they were generally being taken for the first time by primarily IB students, while 

the other academic courses in the online learning program were primarily make-up 

courses taken by students who, for the most part, were not able to pass them the first time 

in a traditional classroom setting.  Students with different antecedent academic 

backgrounds chose different online courses, which may be the reason that the type of 

online course taken in school year 2007-2008, were a good predictor of whether or not a 

student would successfully complete their online course or not. 

Some middle-school students would have liked to be able to take online courses 

that would accelerate their progress toward high-school graduation, while some 

high-school students would have liked to have taken online courses that would provide 

dual credit in both high school and college.  However, except for home-schooled 

students, the District did not offer online courses for either acceleration or dual-credit 

purposes.  This was in part due to lack of funding, State law, and other restrictions.   

One issue raised by District staff was whether or not online and ALC 

credit-recovery courses were being offered in the best interest of students and were wisest 

use of the District’s resources.  Some District staff argued that instead of having students 

take an online or ALC course, it would be better instead for students, and a wiser use of 

District resources, to provide early interventions for at-risk students before they failed a 

traditional classroom course.  It was argued that more interventions were needed, 

especially for ninth graders, rather than waiting until after they had failed, at which time 

the only help provided was to have them repeat the failed course in summer school or in 
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an online or ALC course.  Early interventions could have also helped prevent some 

students from dropping out of high school before graduation.  This is an important issue 

that warrants further research. 

Research question 2. 

Research question 2 raised the question:  “What attributes and social capital might 

a secondary student bring with them to meet the challenges of a secondary online course 

that will make successful online course completion for credit more likely within the 

District’s activity domain?” 

A number of issues related to this question surrounded the importance of 

technology in online courses, not the least of which concerned the importance of students 

having a home computer in order to be successful in their online course.  Having a home 

computer with Internet access was important to student online course success and it may 

have been that the community at large should have helped provide online learners with 

home computers when a student’s family was unable to provide one.   

Online teachers reported that students without a home computer were far more 

likely to drop their online course than students who had a home computer.  Other studies 

(Roblyer & Marshall, 2002-2003; Roblyer et al., 2007) indicate that having a computer at 

home is an important factor in online course success.  Chi-square tests confirmed that 

there was a strong association between the online students in this case study who had a 

computer and their ability to successfully pass their online course as compared to 

students without a home computer. 
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District staff reported that they had conducted department surveys that indicated a 

majority of the District’s students had a home computer.  This was supported by a 

2009 Pew Research Center poll in which 50 percent of people polled considered a home 

computer to be a necessity, and 31 percent considered “high-speed Internet” to be a 

necessity (Morin & Taylor, 2009).  

Students without a home computer were the ones most likely to drop out of their 

online course in school year 2007-2008.  Due to funding cuts, school media centers kept 

short hours before and after school, if they were open at all, thus making computer access 

even more difficult.   

In 2005, the student antecedent characteristic of self-discipline was gaining in 

preeminence over the quality of a student having computer access (Waschull, 2005).  

This may become clearer in future studies as the prevalence of learners basic familiarity 

with technology and the growing percentage of homes with computers continues to grow.  

Therefore, while computer access remains important, it may be that self-discipline and 

self-sufficiency, as measured in the constructs of this case study’s factor analysis will 

become increasingly important. 

Research question 3. 

Research question 3 asked the question:  “What is the District, as a community of 

practice (COP) and large inner-city school district, currently doing in an attempt to assist 

its diverse body of secondary students taking an online course?” 

Qualitative interview data indicated that, overall, the District was supportive of its 

online program.  Working through its various departments and stakeholders, the District 
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had worked to create an online program that met the needs of students in online courses 

so they could be successful in earning credits with integrity, while at the same time 

maintaining its own viability in order to be of service to District students in the future.  

The District did this through the following practices: 

1. Supporting good interaction between online teachers and their students. 

2. Garnering parent support at online-course orientations and requiring teacher 

calls home when a student did not appear to be making progress in their online 

course. 

3. By providing course-completion flexibility through ALC web-based and online 

courses.   

4. Through support of student health by offering online health and PE courses. 

5. Establishing the goal of creating online versions of all courses offered in the 

District that not only tended to standardize curriculum District-wide, but also 

had the potential for both credit make-up and accelerated student learning 

should funding become available.  Online courses, when cloned and given to 

the District schools, could be a supplemental resource in traditional classrooms 

or in ALC programs.   

Overall, the District supported good interaction between online teachers and their 

students.  According to staff interviews, online students generally interacted only with 

their online instructors, not with their online-course peers.  Therefore, it was important 

that the instructor-student interaction be sufficient to support successful online course 

completion.  At the time of this case study in school year 2007-2008, there was a debate 
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among District staff regarding who had provided greater individual student attention, an 

online teacher who interacted with students on a one-to-one basis that could be spread out 

over time, or the busy classroom teacher with many students seeking help with 

assignments and vying for attention all at once. 

The District, through its online program, garnered parent support at online-course 

orientations and required teachers to call home when a student did not appear to be 

making progress in their online course. 

The District’s ALC and online programs attempted to provide students with 

flexibility that had not been available in traditional classroom courses.  For example, 

some ALC and online teachers offered students flexibility in terms of giving them 

additional time in which to complete their web-based and online courses, whereas the 

traditional classroom teacher did not have that option.  The one exception was at the end 

of Quarter 4, when an absolute deadline in mid-May was given for online course 

completion.  Both ALC web-based courses and online courses could take place after 

school, but it was difficult for the District to offer course-scheduling flexibility for 

traditional classroom students who met during the school day.  Traditional classroom 

courses, as a rule, did not begin with a zero-hour nor conclude with an after-school 

course, because of the geographic size of the District and the need to bus many students.  

As a result, it was left to the ALC and online programs to provide such flexibility. 

The District was a strong supporter of health and PE courses.  Given the state of 

obesity and early-onset diabetes in the country (U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services, 2007, January 11), it was not considered likely that the District would diminish 
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its support for health and PE courses, especially since inner-city children may be more 

engaged in primarily sedentary leisure-time activities (National Association of Children’s 

Hospitals and Related Institutions, 2007) when compared to their rural counterparts.  In 

addition, in 2010 the Obama-administration began supporting more physical activity for 

children in the ‘“Let’s Move” campaign targeting childhood obesity’ (“All aboard,” 

2010, February 10, para. 1). 

There was a trend in the District toward greater course standardization following 

years of site-based management.  While the online program appeared to be providing a 

leadership role in terms of standardizing courses with content that was aligned to the 

State’s graduation standards, the researcher never heard anyone explicitly express that the 

online program was intended to provide this leadership role toward standardization. 

While the District would like to see greater course standardization, this did not 

mean that it wanted all course content rigidly prescribed, but rather that a greater degree 

of standardization was being sought by the District in order to provide a smooth 

progression in course content and learning for its highly mobile students.  While the 

problem of intra-District student mobility was real, there were also many students 

moving into the District on a continual basis who would not benefit from course 

standardization unless they also were to change schools within the District.   

One barrier to course standardization was the difficulty in selecting only one 

version of a particular course that would be appropriate for everyone.  Therefore, while 

some District leadership perceived teachers being a barrier to course standardization, 
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there were a number of factors, including best practices, factors that preclude 

District-wide course standardization beyond a certain level. 

The researcher was not able to discover anything in background literature that 

addressed online courses leading toward course standardization.  As of May 2010, this 

may be, as yet, an unacknowledged consequence of online courses, particularly as they 

were being shared both within and across school districts, as in the instance of the District 

sharing its PE courses State-wide.  Another possible factor supporting the trend toward 

course standardization may be the movement toward developing national standards in 

most fields of education, including:  National Science Education Standards, National 

Standards for Music Education, the National Council for Social Studies standards, and 

the like. 

Recommendations 

By way of summation, recommendations listed below are divided into 

recommendations for practice and recommendations for further research. 

Recommendations for practice. 

A number of recommendations for practice are being made with the 

understanding that limited funding may preclude their implementation; nevertheless, the 

following recommendations are being made:   

1. The two factors developed in this case study that pertained to student 

self-sufficiency, if used to assess future online-course students taking the 

web-based survey, might help in identifying those students needing more 
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District support in order to maintain their motivational levels and successfully 

complete their online courses.   

2. The online program could benefit from better communication with students 

and parents if a better email system existed for both.  It would be good if the 

District could find the resources that would enable it to create the necessary, 

integrated databases for good student and parent communication, and then to 

provide the necessary resources and staffing to maintain them. 

3. There are a number of ways in which volunteers and donations could help 

students in the District’s online learning program, one of which would be to 

provide a mentorship program for online students. 

4. Another would be to have a quality computer donation program.  It would 

help to provide students who are without a home computer, a working 

computer for their home use that had Internet access. 

5. Yet another way in which volunteers could help students in the District’s 

online learning program would be to serve as ombudsmen at orientation 

sessions.  Background literature is replete with the importance of pre-course 

orientation sessions for online students.  The District’s online orientations 

could be more effective if volunteers were to help parents and students 

coming to the sessions to register for online courses.  It would help if the 

District could arrange for a few volunteers, perhaps parents who had been 

through the orientation process themselves, to host the orientations with no 
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other task than to help families struggling to navigate the process of accessing 

online courses.   

The validity and reliability of the District’s online survey are not known, but it is 

being used in one form or another around the English-speaking world.  It would be good 

if the two concepts underlying the two factors in this case study could be applied to future 

students using the District’s online pre-course survey.  It might be possible to learn if 

these two factors have any predictive potential to identify students at risk of not 

successfully completing their online courses.  It is important to be able to identify at-risk 

students early in order to provide intervention measures before a student is in danger of 

dropping out of their online course (Roblyer et al., 2007).   

One intervention might be for the District to offer a more extensive orientation 

session for at-risk students than the currently required orientation session.  It may be 

beneficial for future research to continue devising better means of identifying at-risk 

students and appropriate interventions to match their needs. 

If the District were to improve and the use its online pre-course survey as a 

predictive instrument, it could aid staff in making better recommendations with regard to 

either recommending that at-risk students take ALC web-based courses, or discouraging 

at-risk students from taking an online course. 

This case study did not have withdrawal and dropout data available because these 

data were not available to the researcher.  This data should be included in any future 

database and the factor analysis rerun in the hopes that new factors could have greater 

predictive power.  Nevertheless, as Roblyer et al. (2007) discovered, it may be easier to 
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correctly predict course passage than it is to correctly predict which students are likely to 

be at risk of failing an online course. 

The Roblyer et al. (2007) study benefitted from two additional pieces of 

information in their survey that could be important enough to include in the District’s 

online pre-course survey in the future.  The two items that increased the predictive 

potential of the Roblyer et al. (2007) study were:  (a) student self-reported grade-point 

average, and (b) whether or not a student had time in school for working on their online 

course.   

For predictive purposes, it may be best to use more than one predictive instrument 

or process in order to identify those students most likely to need greater support in their 

online course than either they or their instructor may be aware.  For example, it may be 

possible to link a student’s pre-course data directly to their GPA using archived District 

databases.  Similarly, ethnicity data could also be linked, rather than the need to ask a 

student for this confidential information.   

According to activity theory, students do not succeed or fail in a vacuum.  The 

entire AT system affects student course outcomes.  (See recommendations for further 

research and the need to consider interventions that may be implemented before a student 

fails.) 

Due to funding constraints, and the fact that in the past students did not return 

laptop computers 75 percent of the time in a laptop loan program, it would be beneficial 

if a quality laptop or desktop computer donation program could be implemented.  If 

corporations or private individuals could be encouraged to donate functional laptop 
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computers with Internet accessibility to the online program, it could help those students 

most likely to fail, which this case study’s data indicated were primarily African-

American students.  In the past, there were problems with obsolete and unusable 

equipment being donated, but this would not need to be the case.  Guidelines could be 

established.  For example, a corporate donor might be asked to mentor an online student 

in setting up the donated computer at home, and perhaps help with initial technological 

problems arising from the donation. 

Recommendations for further research. 

A number of recommendations for further research are being made with the 

understanding that limited funding may preclude their implementation; nevertheless, the 

following recommendations are being made:   

1. Research asking about student motivations and attributes affecting success in 

secondary-level online courses should include students who have dropped out 

of online courses as well as students who chose not to register for online 

courses at all. 

2. Research as to the motivations underlying the tendency for more young 

women than young men to both take and complete online PE courses. 

3. Research into the way in which needs may differ among various students in a 

diverse student body of online learners, including students with special needs. 

4. It may be beneficial to study whether there is an objective means for 

identifying which program is most appropriate for each credit-recovery 
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student:  a stand-alone online course or an ALC classroom-integrated 

web-based course. 

5. Research into possible student interventions that would prevent traditional 

classroom failures in the first place, so that some credit-recovery courses 

would not be necessary. 

6. Research into the potential benefit and feasibility of online students without a 

home computer being provided with a home computer that had an Internet 

connection.  Would such provision increase the number of students who 

would then be willing to take a needed online course and help them to engage 

in their online coursework? 

7. Research might consider designing a study to analyze a mentorship program 

for online students, because it may be beneficial for online students to have an 

online course mentor.  Perhaps a telephone bank, email listserv, or face-to-

face mentorship program could be organized to serve online learning students, 

beginning with those students identified as being most at risk.  It could help 

all online students, but particularly those in academic credit-recovery courses, 

if students could have access to a mentor volunteer.  In the past, the District 

had corporate partnerships in which corporate employees mentored District 

students by email.  They also had a few face-to-face meetings over the school 

year.  Such a program might be adapted to lend support to online students. 

8. Research to study the tendency of online courses and programs to lead toward 

increasing curriculum standardization.  Is there a trend in the U.S. at this time 



Running head:  CASE STUDY OF A SCHOOL DISTRICT’S ONLINE PROGRAM 268 

 

 

toward curricular standardization?  And if so, what role, if any is being played 

by the growth in online programs?  If a role is being performed, is it because 

online programs are more visible than stand-alone traditional classrooms?  To 

what extent, if any, does the trend toward national education standards also 

play a role in any movement toward standardization?  Is there a correlation 

between the growth in online programs and the movement toward national 

standards wherein the two movements are acting in unison toward greater 

curricular standardization?  Would such a move toward standardization 

introduce a new problem for education if, for example, the standardization 

chosen were to move the nation’s K-12 educational system in a new direction?  

For example, could it lead the nation toward a core-knowledge reform 

movement? 

9. Research to consider which students, if any, would be good candidates for 

accelerated online courses.  While there is reluctance on the part of the State 

and school districts to pay for course acceleration, there is also recognition 

that some students and parents would like to save education time and money 

by having students register for dual-enrollment online courses.  The need for 

such courses increases in difficult economic times. 

10. Given the importance of online instructor interactions with their students, 

there may be a need for further research into factors that can increase or 

generally improve interaction between online instructors and their students. 
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11. Research into secondary online course offerings and whether or not it is 

possible to have a balance of courses that include not only required core 

courses, but also once popular elective courses that have been squeezed out of 

a number of today’s high schools. 
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Appendix A:  Definition of Terms 

There are a number of words and phrases which are important to define for the 

purposes of this study.  The District has tried various formats of online courses, including 

hybrid formats.  Because the District’s online courses are taught within one, brick-and-

mortar public school district, taught by district instructors, it is able to provide supports 

which wholly virtual high schools cannot.  The District has created its own courses, 

including a unique physical education course which has attracted national attention.  One 

of the intentions of this research is to more fully define the District’s unique online 

courses. 

Successful Course Completion 

For the purposes of this case study, “successful course completion” will be 

defined as the student’s receiving credit upon completion of the course.  In the event of 

certain outlier situations, such as a student experiencing a life-disrupting event which 

makes course-continuance difficult if not impossible, such an outlier will be described 

and evaluated with regard to inclusion within quantitative data used in this study’s 

triangulation.   

Unsuccessful Course Completion 

Because secondary-level courses are not generally offered solely for enrichment 

without credit, ending a course prior to completion and thus not receiving credit, will not 

be regarded as “success.”  It will be classified as “unsuccessful course completion.” 



Running head:  CASE STUDY OF A SCHOOL DISTRICT’S ONLINE PROGRAM 298 

 

 

Online Course (or Instruction) 

Due to the ubiquity of online instruction, the various terms being used to describe 

its many forms do not appear to have clearly defined meanings—meanings which would 

distinguish them from one another, but rather are being used as seem appropriate to the 

history of the various fields using them. 

Today’s online instruction has its foundational roots in distance education, and 

distance education has its roots in correspondence programs spanning more than 150 

years.  Despite there being a number of successful correspondence programs in all that 

time, it wasn’t until 1966 that the ERIC Database first added “correspondence study” to 

its list of descriptors.  It did not add “distance education” to its list of descriptors until 

1983, and it only added “virtual classroom” in 2002 (Yates, 2003, p. 17).  

Online Learning (or Education) 

Online learning/education is learning which derives its content over the Internet.  

Historians usually place the beginning of the Internet in 1994.  Whereas online learning is 

often perceived as being asynchronous online programs where students can learn 

anytime, anywhere.  Some programs, such as Cisco’s high school Networking 

Academies, are designed to deliver online instruction to learners in the high-school 

classroom.  Therefore, online learning/education is not necessarily synonymous with 

distance learning/education. because “distance” means not being in an on-site classroom. 

Distance Learning (or Education) 

As already stated, the term “distance education” has a longer history than online 

learning/education.  By its simplest definition, distance education is “education at a 
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distance” (Shale & Garrison, 1990, p. 5).  Distance education may include anything from 

early correspondence courses, to programs employing more modern technological 

methods.  An example of synchronous technology would include teleconferencing, while 

asynchronous storage devices would include such devices as laser-disks and CD-ROMs.  

Distance education has come to be known by many terms: 

It may be called distance education, distance learning, computer-mediated 

education, distributed learning, asynchronous, or on-line learning.  But whatever 

it is called, learning anywhere and anytime through the medium of your home or 

office computer holds the promise of access to learning that has never been 

available before (Kramer, 2002, p. 7). 

To the list of terms Kramer offers as alternatives for “distance education,” 

Criscito adds the additional terms:  nontraditional education, home study, external degree 

programs, innovative programs, alternative education, independent study, nonresidential 

programs, faculty-directed courses, guided self-study, electronic classrooms and virtual 

classrooms/schools, and cyberschools.  Therefore, a plethora of terms refer to distance 

education.  

It used to be that “distributed education” was a term used to indicate vocational 

programs in the transportation industry, such as trucking, which had to do with 

merchandise distribution.  However, even this term has now been usurped by some to 

refer to “distance education.”  Therefore, instead of the term referring to education about 

something being distributed, today it is also being used to refer to the fact that it is 

education itself which is being distributed.  The term “distributed” is being used to 
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modify a number of aspects of distance education.  It is being used as a modifier with 

“distributed education,” “distributed instruction” (Jewett, 2000, p. 41), “distributed 

learning,” and “distributed technology.”  Frank Jewett (2000) says that he coined the 

latter term, distributed technology, “to describe the basic elements of a correspondence 

course except that information technology rather than the post office serves as the 

delivery and communication media for the courses” (p. 38).   

E-Learning 

E-learning is a term which is often used interchangeably with distance learning, or 

online learning.  However, unlike distance learning—both e-learning and online learning 

make use of Internet technology, but they do not necessarily take place at a distance from 

the education-provider’s site. 

Virtual Classroom 

Virtual classrooms seek to mimic face-to-face classrooms with high interaction 

among students and the teacher.  Virtual classrooms can include synchronous class 

webinars, and engaging simulations and manipulatives which support the curriculum and 

which students can do on their own. 

Virtual High School (VHS) 

Virtual high school is an online educational environment without a brick-and-

mortar educational building in which the learning takes place.  Therefore, it is online 

high-school instruction which takes place at a distance. 
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Virtual Tutoring 

Virtual tutoring classes have a high interaction with the instructor.  Examples of 

these would be “university-based, independent study programs” (Cavanaugh, 2006). 

Cyberschools 

Cyberschools (often referred to as “virtual schools”)—Online learning programs 

in which students enroll and earn credit towards academic advancement (or graduation) 

based on successful completion of the courses (or other designated learning 

opportunities) provided by the school in which they are enrolled (Kalmon and Watson, 

2003, p. 5). 

Hybrid or Blended Courses 

The terms “hybrid” and “blended” are used interchangeably.  Allen, Seaman, and 

Garrett (2007) define blended courses as “those that combine the elements of an online 

course with those of face-to-face instruction” (p. 1).  They may include two environments 

which alternate with one another on a rotating basis, or they may be courses which take 

place in a computer lab and have a teacher present. 

Corporate Universities 

Corporate universities, according to Finkelstein and Scholz (2000) are defined as 

being:  “a strategic umbrella for managing an organization’s employee learning and 

development” (p. 8).  These universities, which date largely from the late 1980s, today 

consist of over 2000 corporate universities, some of which are accredited to grant 

degrees.  As a result, they have reduced traditional post-secondary institutions’ piece of 
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the pie to only 56 percent of full-time and part-time students.  A significant portion of the 

courses and training offered by corporate universities are online (p. 8).  

According to Finkelstein and Scholz: 

In a market overflowing with degree holders and an economy filled with rapidly 

changing technologies, degrees are often less important than competencies.  

Certification of special job-related skills is a growth market with increasing shares 

commanded by non-traditional post-secondary institutions, including professional 

and industry associations, national commissions, and regulatory boards (pp. 8-9). 

Correspondence Technology 

Correspondence technology, according to Jewett (2000), “involves developing a 

set of instructional materials for a course separate from and prior to delivering the 

materials to the students.”  The materials are then mailed to all enrolled students, who in 

turn “study the lessons, complete exercises, and return them by mail to the school to be 

graded, commented upon, and returned with a new set of lessons.”  Sometimes term 

papers and other items may be required.  This exchange of materials continues, and may 

be capped off with examinations until a course has been completed (Jewett, p. 38). 

Correspondence technology differs from classroom technology, according to 

Jewett, in that in the instance of correspondence technology:   1. Course materials are 

developed in advance, perhaps by a team of specialists who will not participate in student 

evaluations.  2. “Enrollment is not limited by the size of a classroom because there is no 

classroom.”   3. The instructional workload is not limited, “because several faculty can be 

assigned to the interaction and evaluation components.”  4. “Students study at times and 
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places of their own convenience and do not necessarily need to be in close proximity to a 

campus” (Jewett, p. 38). 
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Appendix B:  District’s 20 Question Online Survey 

Purpose:  A self-assessment tool for student use to determine if an online course 

would be a good course option for them. 

1  never      2 seldom      3 sometimes      4 most of the time      5 all of the time 

Question 
Number Question 1 to 10 uses the 5-item Likert scale above 
 
Q1 I am a self-starter and do my schoolwork and homework without being told twice. 

Q2 I stay on task when doing schoolwork. 

Q3 I schedule my time well at school. 

Q4 I schedule my time well outside of school. 

Q5 I stay on task while doing work on the Internet. 

Q6 I follow through on requests from m [sic] teachers. 

Q7 I answer email in a timely manner. 

Q8 I turn in schoolwork on time. 

Q9 I ask teachers for help if I need it. 

Q10 I am willing to put in extra time for my online class. 

        Questions 11 to 20 answer as _5_ Yes  _1_ No 

Q11 I have easy access to a computer and the Internet at school.    

Q12 I have easy access to a computer and the Internet at home. 

Q13 I know how to use a URL. 

Q14 I can cut and paste text information. 

Q15 I am a regular user of email. 

Q16 I know how to use the Internet applications such as chat and discussion groups. 
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Q17 I know how to do Internet research. 

Q18 I have someone at school or home to help me if I have technical problems. 

Q19 I have access to a fax machine. 

Q20 The computer I will use for the class has Microsoft Word and Excel. 
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Appendix C:  IRB Letters and Consent Forms 
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[District] Online Program Case Study 
CONSENT FORM for PARENTS/GUARDIANS and STUDENTS 

Dear Students and Parent/Guardian: 
 
My name is Carla Cruzan.  I am a doctoral student in the University of Minnesota’s 
Department of Curriculum and Instruction.  I am also a teacher in [District] Public 
Schools, and working in cooperation with [District] Public Schools.  We are interested in 
learning more about the kinds of experiences our students are having in their online 
courses, and their motivations for taking the courses.   
 
I have designed questionnaires which ask both you and your child about their motivations 
and experiences in their online courses.  There are no “right” or “wrong” answers to the 
questionnaires, and the information will be strictly confidential.  It is anticipated that the 
questionnaires will take, on average, 30 minutes to complete.  Participation is voluntary, 
and if at any point you or your child decides not to finish the questionnaire, there will be 
no negative consequence. 
 
It is hoped that the information you provide will help [District] better understand its 
online course program, student motivation for taking online courses, and the factors 
which contribute to student online course success.  Online course success is very 
important, because all successful course completion moves a student closer to graduation. 
 
If it is okay with you for your child to participate, and if your child is willing, we ask that 
you both to sign the consent form below, agreeing to answer a brief survey.  If you have 
any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone other 
than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Research Subjects’ Advocate Line, 
D528 May, 420 Delaware Street SE, Minneapolis, Minnesota 55455; (612) 625-1650. 
 
Thank you, 
 
Carla Cruzan 
Graduate Student 
cruz0014@umn.edu 
[home telephone number] 

CONSENT FORM 
 

My child and I are willing to participate in this study 

____________________________   ____________________  _________________ 
               parent signature                                   date   email address 

____________________________   ____________________  _________________ 
               student signature                                 date   email address 

mailto:cruz0014@umn.edu�
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 [District] Online Program Case Study 
Teacher/Staff Interview 

(Two copies to be handed out to each teacher/staff member by the researcher) 

Dear (name of teacher/staff member), 
 
My name is Carla Cruzan.  I am a doctoral student in the University of Minnesota’s 
Department of Curriculum and Instruction.  I am also a teacher in [District] Public 
Schools, and working in cooperation with [District] Public Schools.  We are interested in 
learning more about the kinds of experiences our students are having in their online 
courses, their motivations for taking the courses, and an overview of the program from 
the perspective of various stakeholders.   
 
In this regard, it is important to get the opinions of staff, in order to better triangulate 
information received from students and parents.  It is also important to receive input from 
all stakeholders in the online system, in order to better understand circumstances 
affecting them, and giving staff an opportunity to express their opinion.   
 
The interview will take approximately twenty minutes to complete.  We guarantee that 
the data gathered for this study will be kept confidential.  Any reports produced from the 
data collection will not include information that would make it possible to identify any 
specific individual person. The interview will be audio taped, but no one will hear or 
have access to the tape besides myself as the University interviewer. 
 
Participation is voluntary.  You are free to discontinue completing the interview at any 
time.  Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your relationship with 
[District] Public Schools, your school, or the University of Minnesota in any way.  Nor 
will there be any negative consequence. 
 
If you are willing to be a participant in this study, please sign below.  You can ask any 
questions that you have about this study of the researcher today at this present time.  If 
you have questions later, you can contact me at [_____] High School.  
 
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to 
someone other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Research Subjects’ 
Advocate Line, D528 Mayo, 420 Delaware Street SE, Minneapolis, Minnesota, 55455; 
(612) 625-1650.   
 
Sincerely, 
 
Carla Cruzan 
Doctoral Student 
cruz0014@umn.edu 
[home telephone number] 

STAFF CONSENT 
_____________________________  _______________________________ 
                     Staff Signature                                                                   Date   

mailto:cruz0014@umn.edu�
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Appendix D:  Note for Parents 

Parents, 

Your child may enroll for a combination of online courses while attending our 

regular high schools. Parental permission is required for all students under 18 years of 

age.  Helping your child to achieve in an online course can be both rewarding and a 

challenge.  While you are able to see all of the student’s assignments and the timeline in 

which they are due, helping a child to self-direct his or her own learning can be the most 

difficult thing to master. 

The State requires parent permission for all students under the age of 18 to enroll 

in an online course.  This requirement is no accident.  Online educators want you to be 

aware of what your child is learning and his or her approach to that learning. 

Here is what the research says are the major challenges for an online learner: 

• There are technical requirements  

• A learner must be “active” not “passive”  

• A learner must take initiative  

• There is a lot of self organization that must take place  

• There is self-pacing and planning required  

• The content may be difficult to understand  

• The instructor may not be immediately available to answer questions  

• A learner must know how to ask for help  

Here are some of the ways you can assist your online learner: 
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• Help the learner to determine a time and schedule they will go online to do 

their class assignments – assignments should be done on time and students 

should be going online several times a week  

• Make sure assignments are being completed in a Word document [later to be 

uploaded or copied and submitted online]  

• To minimize the possibility of having to redo an assignment, always make 

sure the assignment is spell checked and edited before turning it in and 

submitting it online  

• If your learner is having technical difficulties or any problems there are 

always three ways to remedy this:  

o Contact the teacher through email  

o Contact the online coordinator through email or telephone (both provided 

here).  

o Come in to the District’s online learning site for help between Monday 

and Thursday, 9:00 – 4:30 (address provided here).  Come to the media 

center.  

• Assist your child in reflecting on his or her online course, completing the 

course review so that we can get better at online teaching, and choosing 

several assignments to place on his or her online electronic portfolio (the 

website to the state’s electronic portfolio is provided here).  

Why We Think Online Learning is So Important 
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Online learning helps prepare your learner in the 21st century skills which include 

digital literacy.  Most of the information we learn we learn independently from school.  

Students who are effective online learners can become effective lifelong learners.   

Research for You to Read 

Cain, R. (2006). The engaged learner: Strategies for helping liberal arts students become 

more active learners online. Journal of Electronic Publishing  

http://www.press.umich.edu/jep/06-01.cain.html 

 

http://www.press.umich.edu/jep/06-01.cain.html�
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Appendix E:  Interviewees and One of Their Many Roles in School Year 2007-2008 

Roles of Interviewees Frequency 
Online Program Administrators  

Interviewees:  A, F, G, H, K 
District Administrators 

5 

Interviewees:  B, L, O, U, W, AF, AK, AL 
Professional Support Staff 

Interviewees:  AA, AG, AH 
ALC Coordinators 

8 
 

3 

Interviewees:  D, S 
ALC Instructors 

2 

Interviewees:  C, N, R, V 
Online Course Instructors 

4 

Interviewees:  E, J, T, AD, AC, AJ, AM 
Hybrid Online Instructors 

Interviewees:  Q, AB 
Clerical Online Program Staff 

7 
 

2 

Interviewees:  M 
Professional Staff:  Counselors, Social 

Workers, School Psychologists 
Interviewees:  I, P, X, Y, Z 

Non-District Online Instructors 
Interviewees:  AE, AI 

District health and PE teacher workshop 

1 
 
 

5 
 

2 
1 

Total 40 
 
Twenty-three staff in various roles were interviewed face-to-face using one of the 

questionnaires in Appendix F.  Their 23 interviews were audio-taped and transcribed.   

Another 16 relevant District staff and other online-learning professionals were 

queried face-to-face, in telephone calls, and by email.  They did not entail use of a 

questionnaire.   

The researcher also attended a health and PE workshop.   

Not all professionals and auxiliary staff listed in the table above were referenced 

in this study. 
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Appendix F:  Stakeholder Questionnaires 

 The following seven questionnaires were used in this case study.  They include: 

1. Student Pre-Course and/or During Course Questionnaire.   

2. F-2-F Instructor General Questionnaire. 

3. F-2-F Administrator Questionnaire. 

4. F-2-F Online Administrator Questionnaire.  This instrument was used with 

online learning coordinator(s), ALC coordinators, and online administrators. 

5. F-2-F Counselor, Social Worker, and School Psychologist Questionnaire. 
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Questionnaire 1:  Student Pre-Course/During-Course Questionnaire 

Interview No.:  _________  Date: ____________________  Category:  __Student_ 

Name of Student:  ______________________________________________________ 

Year in School     ___ 9th Grade  ____  10th Grade  ____ 11th Grade   ____ 12th Grade 

____ Other 

Time interview began:  _______________   Time interview ended:  _________________ 

 

Telephone Request for Permission to Interview Student 

Hello __________________________________? 
                                           Student’s Name 

My name is Carla Cruzan.  I am a doctoral student at the University of Minnesota and 

I teach in the district.  I am working with the District to gather information which we 

hope will improve the District’s online courses.  I understand that you have registered 

for an online course:   

___________________________   _______________  
                     Name of Course                                                   Semester 

Would you please be willing to meet and talk with me?  It would be strictly 

confidential. 

____  No      

____  Yes   If yes, try to set up an in-person interview (for pretest or regular 

study). 

 Will need to ascertain parent/guardian permission. 

Paper, Online, Pretest and F-2-F Survey/Interview 
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Student Pre-Course/During-Course Questionnaire 

Section 1:  Introduction (Student) 

• For each of the following questions, please mark an “X” in the box that most closely 

applies to you or to what you think. 

• If you have no opinion, are undecided, or a question does not apply to you, mark an 

“X” in the box below the question mark. 

• If you have any comments to make on any of the questions, feel free to write them in. 

 

1 Are you currently a student in the district?  (Check all that apply.) 

 Yes              No                 ?                Former  Currently a student at: 

            Student 

         __________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

2 If you are a District student, in what year did you begin attending school in the 
District? 

 Pre-school – Kindergarten 

 1st – 3rd Grade 

 4th – 5th Grade 

 6th – 7th Grade 

 8th – 9th Grade 

 10th – 11th Grade 

 12th Grade 

 __________________________________________________________________ 
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3 If you are a District student, did you attend another school district—either in this 
state or another state—before attending this District?   

 Yes              No                 ?                If yes, in what city or state?  (List as 
            many as attended.) 

  ________________________________ 

________________________________ 

________________________________ 

________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

4 I have never attended school in the District. 

     True              False            ?            I attend school               I am home-schooled 
       in another district      

 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Section 2:  Social Networks 

 
5 I am the first person I know who has taken an online course. 

 Yes              No                 ?              

    
6. If “no”:  I know other people who have taken an online course, including: 

  a friend 

  a classmate 

  a brother, sister, or cousin 

  a parent, guardian or grandparent 

  other person or comment:  
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7 Who, if anyone, encouraged you to take an online course?  (Choose all that 
apply.) 

  a friend 

  a classmate 

  a brother, sister, or cousin 

  a parent, guardian or grandparent 

 a teacher recommended it. 

 my counselor recommended it. 

 another person   

No one influenced me.  I decided on my own to take a course. 

Other person or comment. 

 
 

8 Other than your instructor, is there anyone else to whom you can turn so that you 
will be successful taking an online course?  (Check any that apply) 

 
  a friend 

  a classmate 

  a brother, sister, or cousin 

  a parent/guardian or grandparent 

  other person   
 
 
Section 3:  Motivation 

 
9 I am taking an online course at this time: 

 in order to graduate on time 
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 because I need it for college 

 I could take it later or substitute another course. 

 it’s a personal interest course I could take later. 

 Comment: 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

10 What are the main reasons you have chosen to take an online course at this time?  
(Check all that apply.) 

 
My class schedule is full, and this is the only way I can take this class. 

I like technology. 

I like working alone. 

I was curious about taking an online course to see what it is like. 

I need to make up a credit. 

I think this course will be easier to complete online than in the classroom. 

 because it is a requirement that would not fit into my class schedule. 

 for an elective credit I need to graduate. 

 to meet a college requirement. 

 to prepare me for college. 

 the course sounded interesting 

 Comment:  _________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

11 In the future, I would be willing to take an online course under the following 
circumstances:  (Check all that apply.) 

 
To complete a graduation requirement not available in any other way. 
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To complete a graduation requirement even if another course would fit my 
schedule. 

 
To complete an elective requirement not available in any other way. 

To complete an elective course even if another elective course would fit 
my schedule. 
 
To prepare for taking future online courses. 

To get more experience using computers. 

Comment: 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Section 4:  Characteristics 

 
12 When a teacher passes out directions for an assignment, I prefer to (choose one): 

Figure them out on my own. 

Try to follow directions on my own, then ask for help when I need it. 

Ask to have the instructions explained to me. 

Other: 

 
 
13 I am the kind of person who: 

often gets school work   needs reminding to Puts school work Other 
      done ahead                get school work done   off until the or 
         of time.          on time.   last minute. Comment: 
             

 
_______________________________________________________________________ 

Section 5:  Time Commitment 
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14 When thinking about the amount of time I have to take my online course: 

I have plenty of spare time. 

I am taking this course, because I am short on time. 

Other or comment: 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

15 When thinking about the time it will take me to work on this course: 

I think it will take me less time than it would take me if I registered to take 
it in the classroom. 
 
I think it will take me more time than it would take me if I registered to 
take it in the classroom. 
 
Comment: 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Section 6:  Technology Literacy 

 
16 I have used a computer for the following reasons:  (Check all that apply.) 

Games   

  Internet usage (research, shopping) 

  Email 

  Instant messaging 

  Chat lines 

  Typing up school reports 

  Designing my own website 

   Maintaining my own blog 

  Creating podcasts 
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  Downloading music 

  Editing music or videos 

  Burning CDs 

  Other:  ___________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

17 When asked to use computer software or other technologies that are new to me:   

I look forward to learning new skills. 

I am comfortable trying new skills. 

I wait to try new technology until one of my friends can show me how. 

I wait to try new technology until I can take a course to show me how. 

Comment: 

 
 
Section 7:  Possible Omission 

 
18 Is there any issue which I have not addressed—or not adequately addressed—in 

this survey that you would like to mention as being important for better 
understand as to what it is like to take online courses from a student’s 
perspective?   
__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
Section 8:  A Desired Future Course 

 
19 Is there a course—or courses—which you would like to see offered online which 

is not (or are not) currently being offered online?  ____  Yes  ____  No   If so, 
which one(s)?  ____________________________________________________  
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________________________________________________________________________ 

Permission was given to use the Roblyer et al. (2006) High School Internet 

Education Survey following researcher’s own 19 questions. 

The researcher’s student questionnaire placed on Zoomerang concluded with the 

following demographic items: 

1.  How old are you?  

 a. Under 15 d.  16 f.   18  h. Over 19 

 b. 15 e.  17  g. 19 

2.   What is your gender?   a. male b. female 

3.   What is your ethnic background? 

 a. Caucasian    

 b. African-American  

• born in U.S.A. 

• born in Africa 

c.   Hispanic 

d. Black Hispanic 

e. Native American 

 f.   Asian 

• Hmong 

• Cambodian 

• Laotian 

• Vietnamese 
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 f.   Other, please specify ______________ 

4.  What is your grade level? 

 a. Below 9   c. 10 e.  12 

 b. 9   d. 11 f. other 

5. What is your approximate grade point average in high school?  

 a. 1.0-1.5 (D to D+)     

 b. 1.6-2.0 (C- to C)    

 c. 2.1-2.5 (C to C+)    

d. 2.6-3.0 (B- to B) 

e. 3.1-3.5 (B to B+) 

f. 3.6-4.0 (A- to A) 

g.  Don’t know/no answer 

6. How many hours per week do you do you spend in outside school activities (part-time 
jobs, clubs, home tasks, etc.)? 

 
a.  None  

b.  1-5 hours  

c.  6-10 hours  

d.  11-15 hours 

e.  16-20 hours 

f.   More than 20 

7. What kind of course are you taking this semester? If you are taking more than one, 
indicate only one. 

 
Language: English, writing, literature, etc. 
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Humanities: History, psychology, law, etc. 

Foreign languages 

Mathematics: Algebra, trigonometry, etc. 

Science: Astronomy, biology, physics, etc. 

Business: Economics, business math, etc. 

Arts: Music/music history, art/art history, etc. 

Technical: Programming, web design, etc. 

Other: Employability, careers, etc. 

8. Is the course you indicated above an Advance Placement (AP) course?  

 a. No ________   b. Yes ________ 

9. Is the online course you are about to take your FIRST Internet course? 

 a. No ________   b. Yes ________ 

10. Does your home have a computer with Internet access? 

 a. No ________   b. Yes ________ 

11. Do you have an assigned period during the school day to work on your Internet 

course? 

 a. No ________   b. Yes ________
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Questionnaire 2:  F-2-F Instructor General Questionnaire 

Interview No.:  _________Date: ____________________  Category:  __Instructor_____ 

Name of Instructor:  ______________________________________________________ 

Time interview began:  _______________   Time interview ended:  _________________ 

 
 

Telephone Request for Permission to Interview Instructor 
 

Hello __________________________________? 
                                           Instructor’s Name 
 
My name is Carla Cruzan.  I am a doctoral student at the University of Minnesota and 
 
I teach in the District.  I am working with the District to gather information which we 

hope will improve the District’s online courses.  I understand that you are teaching an  

online course:  ___________________________   ________ 
                                                    Name of Course                                                   
Semester   
 
Would you please be willing to grant me a brief interview aimed at improving the 

District’s online courses?  It would be strictly confidential. 

____  No      

____  Yes   If yes, try to set up an in-person interview. 
  

Face-to-Face Interview 

F-2-F Instructor General Questionnaire  

Section I:  Teacher Introduction to Instructor 

• For each of the following questions, please mark an “X” in the box that most closely 

applies to you or to what you think. 
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• If you have no opinion or are undecided, mark an “X” in the box below the question 

mark. 

• If a question does not apply to you, cross it out. 

• If you have any comments to make on any of the questions, feel free to write them in. 

 

1 Are you currently a classroom teacher in the district? 

Yes              No                 ?                Former classroom teacher   

Currently teach at:  ________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

2a Do you teach—or have you taught—a classroom course by the same title as the 

online course you currently teach? 

          Yes              No    How might the course titles differ? 

_____________________________________________________ 

2b Do the classroom and online courses carry the same number of credits upon 

successful completion?                                   

      Yes              No    How might the courses differ? _________________  

__________________________________________________________________  

3a. Do you try to provide the same curriculum content in your online courses as you 

do in your classroom courses, or do you find that you must make certain 

adjustments? 

3b How would you describe the main differences between your classroom 

curriculum and your online course curriculum? 
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3c How do the course requirements differ, if at all?  

_____________________________ 

3d What rules are within your prerogative, which would yield differences in course 

experiences and outcomes?  

_____________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Section 2:  Students and Student Motivation 

___________________________________________________________________ 

4a. When you think about students in your online course(s), how well do you think 

they are prepared for taking an online course, in terms of knowing what they 

should expect? 

4b When you think about students in your online course(s), how well do you think 

they are prepared for the amount of time they need to devote to taking an online 

course? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

5 What proportion of your current students online would you say have had a 

previous online course? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

6 In your opinion, what are the main means by which students learn about the 

opportunity to take courses online?  ________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 
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7 Have you ever recommended that a student attempt to take a particular course 

online?  If so, under what circumstances? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

8 What do you think some of the motivators are for students to take online courses? 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

 [Can name some here, after a suitable pause] 

 Online course recommended by one of the following: 

  a good friend 

  a classmate 

  a brother, sister, or cousin 

  a parent or guardian 

  other person   

________________________________________________________________________ 

9 Possible motivation levels: 

 High                  Moderate       Low        ?  

Needed to graduate Could take it later It’s a personal 
    on time,                or substitute another interest that 
or for college. course. could be taken later. 
             

__________________________________________________________________ 

10a Do you think students would be willing to take an online course for any of the 

following reasons?  (Check all that apply.) 

To complete a graduation requirement not available in any other way. 
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To complete a graduation requirement even if another course would fit 
into their schedule. 

 
To complete an elective requirement not available in any other way. 

To complete an elective course even if another elective course would fit 
into their schedule. 
 
To prepare for taking future online courses. 

To get more experience using computers. 

10b Have you ever seen friends sign up to take the same online course? 

 ____  Yes ____  No 

 If so, did it seem to help students succeed? 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

10c In what ways, if any, are peer supports built into an online course?  Has it proven 

helpful to have students enrolled in the same course be provided with means for 

interaction? 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

11a  Do you think students would be willing to take an online course if they had more 

experience using computers? 

 Yes              No                 ?                 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

11b  Do you think students would be willing to take an online course if they had better 

computer access? 

Yes              No                 ?                 
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________________________________________________________________ 

12 Do you think students take an online course because they think it will be faster-

and/or-easier than taking the course in a classroom setting? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

13 Do you see any characteristic differences between the students who take your 

online courses and those whom you tend to see in your classroom?  And if so, in 

what ways do they differ? 

14 To what extent, if any, do you think that students who take online courses are 

more likely than non-online course-takers to be technologically savvy? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

15 Have you ever known a student to take an online course in order to better prepare 

themselves for taking future online courses? 

Yes              No                 ?                 

________________________________________________________________ 

16a Do you think students who take online courses get any unexpected benefits? 

Yes              No                 ?                 

If so, what might they be?  ______________________________________ 

16b Do you think students who take online courses have any unexpected problems? 

Yes              No                 ?                 

 If so, what might they be? 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

Section 3:  Parents/Guardians and Home Environment (Computer Access) 
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____________________________________________________________________ 

17 In your opinion, do you think parents or guardians of online students are more 

likely than those of classroom students to want to communicate with you 

regarding the student’s progress?  If so, why? _____________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

18 Do you think that students who choose to take an online course are more likely to 

have a computer available to them at home? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

19a How important do you think it is to student successful online course completion 

to have a computer available at home? 

Not at all          Somewhat             Important             Very               Crucial 
Important  Important                                       Important  

19b Is the district able to adequately make computers available to online course 

students?  Either at school, or in the form of checking out laptops to them?  Or 

some other form of access? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Section 4:  Instructor on Administration 

________________________________________________________________________ 

20 Do you feel that, as an instructor, the district and your building administrator have 

been supportive of online course instruction?   

Yes.  In what ways:  _______________________________________ 

  No:   In what ways:  _______________________________________ 

 __________________________________________________________________ 
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21 Can you think of any resources for your online course which you would like to 

see provided?  _________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

22 Who creates the online courses—and/or—the course requirements?  Is there 

instructor autonomy in this regard? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

23 Is technical support available to students when they need it for online courses? 

 Yes              No                 ?                 

__________________________________________________________________ 

24 Is technical support available to you as a teacher of online courses when you need 

it? 

 Yes              No                 ?                 

__________________________________________________________________ 

25 How would you describe the district-provided professional 

development/preparation for teaching an online course? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

26 Have you had any professional development/preparation for teaching an online 

course beyond what the district staff have provided? 

 Yes              No                 ?                 

____________________________________________________________________ 

Section 5:  Instructor Demographics 

________________________________________________________________________ 

27a In what year did you begin teaching in the District? 
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 ____________________________________________________________ 

27b How long have you been teaching, total?  (Including in other school districts.) 

1-5 yrs.            6-10 yrs.           11-15 yrs.                More than 15 yrs. 

  

__________________________________________________________________ 

28a If you could teach a different online course, what would you like to teach? 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

28b Even if you were not to teach it, what possible online course would you like to see 

implemented? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

29 Is there any issue which I have not addressed—or not adequately addressed—that 

you would like to mention as being important for me to better understand taking 

online courses from an instructor’s perspective? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

30 Is there a course—or courses—which you would like to see offered online which 

is/are not currently being offered online?  ____  Yes ____  No   

If so, which one(s)?  

_____________________________________________________ 
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31 What online teaching-or-learning, capabilities-or-features do you see as possibly 

available that are not now being used in your online courses?  

____________________ 
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Questionnaire 3:  F-2-F Administrator Questionnaire 

Interview No.:  ____  Date: ______________  Category:  __Administrator__ 

Name of Administrator:  ___________________________________________________ 

Time interview began:  _______________   Time interview ended:  _________________ 

 

   Telephone Request for Permission to Interview Administrator 

Hello __________________________________? 
                                           Administrator’s Name 

My name is Carla Cruzan.  I am a doctoral student at the University of Minnesota and 

I teach in the district.  I am working with the District to gather information which we 

hope will improve the District’s online courses.  I understand that you are an  

administrator at:  ________________________________ 
                                                                           Name of Location                                                    

Would you please be willing to grant me a brief interview aimed at improving the 

District’s online courses?  It would be strictly confidential. 

____  No      

____  Yes   If yes, try to set up an in-person interview. 

  

Face-to-Face Questionnaire 

Section I:  Administrator Introduction 

• For each of the following questions, please mark an “X” in the box that most closely 

applies to you or to what you think. 
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• If you have no opinion or are undecided, mark an “X” in the box below the question 

mark. 

• If a question does not apply to you, cross it out. 

• If you have any comments to make on any of the questions, feel free to write them in. 

 

1a Are you a building administrator? 

Yes              No                 ?                      

         

1b Or are you an administrator at the main district offices—at 807? 

Yes              No                 ?                      

    

1c What is your official title?  _________________________________________  

_______________________________________________________________________ 

2 Were you a classroom teacher before becoming an administrator? 

Yes              No                 ?           Last taught 

____________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

3 Have you ever personally taken an online course? 

  Yes              No      If so, what was it?  ___________________________ 

   Did you take it for credit? __________________ 

4 Have you ever taught an online course?                                   

      Yes              No    Describe  ______________________________________  
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__________________________________________________________________  

5 If a building administrator, do any of your teaching staff teach online courses? 

      Yes              No    Describe  ______________________________________  

__________________________________________________________________ 

6 In your opinion, why are online courses needed? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

7 In your opinion, are online courses able to offer effective instruction? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

  8 Whom do you think is asking the District to provide online course services? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 
9 What is working well with online courses?   

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

10 What problems have arisen with online courses? 
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__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

11 What courses do you like seeing offered online to students? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

12 What courses would you like to see offered online in the future for your students? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

13 What do you perceive as being the main differences between classroom 

curriculum and online course curriculum? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

14 How do you see course requirements differing (if at all) between classroom 

courses and online courses with the same course title? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 
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________________________________________________________________________ 

Section 2:  Students Skills and Student Motivation 

____________________________________________________________________ 

15a When you think about students in online course(s), how well do you think they 

are prepared for taking an online course, in terms of knowing what they should 

expect? 

 --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

15b When you think about students in online course(s), how well do you think they 

are prepared for the amount of time they need to devote to taking an online 

course? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

16 In your opinion, what are the main means by which students learn about the 

opportunity to take courses online?  ________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

17 Do you have students come to you sometimes for information about online 

courses?  

__________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

18 Have you ever recommended that a student attempt to take a particular course 

online?  If so, under what circumstances? 

_____________________________________________________________________ 
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19 What do you think some of the motivators are for students to take online courses? 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

 [Can name some here, after a suitable pause] 

 Online course recommended by one of the following: 

 a good friend 

 a classmate 

 a brother, sister, or cousin 

 a parent or guardian 

 other person   

________________________________________________________________________ 

20 Possible motivation levels: 

 High                  Moderate       Low        ?  

Needed to graduate Could take it later It’s a personal 
    on time,                or substitute another interest that 
or for college. course. could be taken later. 

             

            
__________________________________________________________________ 

21 Do you think students would be willing to take an online course for any of the 

following reasons?  (Check all that apply.) 

To complete a graduation requirement not available in any other way. 

To complete a graduation requirement even if another course would fit 
into their schedule. 

 
To complete an elective requirement not available in any other way. 

To complete an elective course even if another elective course would fit 
into their schedule. 



Running head:  CASE STUDY OF A SCHOOL DISTRICT’S ONLINE PROGRAM 342 

 

 

 
To prepare for taking future online courses. 

To get more experience using computers. 

________________________________________________________________ 

22a Do you think students would be willing to take an online course if they had more 

experience using computers? 

Yes              No                 ?                 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

22b Do you think students would be willing to take an online course if they had better 

computer access? 

Yes              No                 ?                 

________________________________________________________________ 

23 Do you think students sometimes take an online course because they think it will 

be faster-and/or-easier than taking the course in a classroom setting? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

24 Do you see any characteristic differences between the students who take online 

courses and those who tend to take the same course in a classroom setting?  And 

if so, in what ways do the students differ? 

 -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

25 To what extent, if any, do you think that students who take online courses are 

more likely than non-online course-takers are likely—to be technologically 

savvy? 
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__________________________________________________________________ 

26 Have you ever known a student to take an online course in order to better prepare 

themselves for taking future online courses? 

Yes              No                 ?                 

________________________________________________________________ 

27a Do you think students who take online courses get any unexpected benefits? 

Yes              No                 ?                 

If so, what might they be? 

 ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

27b Do you think students who take online courses have any unexpected problems? 

Yes              No                 ?                 

 If so, what might they be? 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

Section 3:  Parents/Guardians and Home Environment (Computer Access) 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

28 In your opinion, do you think parents or guardians of online students are more 

likely than those of classroom students to want to communicate with the 

instructors regarding the student’s progress?  If so, why? 

______________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

29 Do you think that students who choose to take an online course are more likely to 

have a computer available to them at home? 
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________________________________________________________________________ 

30a How important do you think it is to student successful online course completion 

to have a computer available at home? 

Not at all          Somewhat             Important           Very               Crucial 
Important  Important                                         Important  

 ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

30b In your opinion, is the district able to adequately make computers available to 

online course students?  Either at school, or in the form of checking out laptops to 

them?  Or some other form of access? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Section 4:  Administrative Support 

31 In what ways are you and your building/department currently supporting online 

courses and instructors and students of online courses?  

Yes.  In what ways:  _______________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________ 

 -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

32 Can you think of any resources for your building’s online course which you 

would like to be able to provide in the future, given sufficient funding?  

_________________________________________________________________ 

 ________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

33 Who creates the online courses—and/or—the course requirements?   

Is there instructor autonomy in this regard? 
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34 Have you been able to provide input in this regard? 

Yes              No                 ?                 

__________________________________________________________________ 

35 Is technical support available to students when they need it for online courses? 

Yes              No                 ?                 

__________________________________________________________________ 

36 Has technical support been available to your teachers of online courses when 

needed? 

Yes              No                 ?                 

__________________________________________________________________ 

37 How would you describe the district-provided professional 

development/preparation for teaching an online course? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

38 Have you been able to observe any of the professional development and 

preparation your teachers receive for online course? 

Yes              No                 ?                 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

Section 5:  Administrator Demographics 

________________________________________________________________________ 

39a How long have you been part of the District? 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

39b How long have you been a principal/administrator? 
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1-5 yrs.           6-10 yrs.         11-15 yrs.            More than 15 yrs. 

39c How long have you been a principal/administrator at this school? 

1-5 yrs.           6-10 yrs.         11-15 yrs.            More than 15 yrs. 

__________________________________________________________________ 

40 Is there any issue which I have not addressed—or not adequately addressed—that 

you would like to mention as being important for me to better understand taking 

online courses from an administrator’s perspective? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 
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Questionnaire 4:  F-2-F Online Administrator Questionnaire 

Interview No.:  _________ Date: ____________________   

Category:  __ Online Learning Coordinator(s) / Administrator(s)__ 

Time interview began:  _______________   Time interview ended:  _________________ 

 

   Telephone Request for Permission to Interview Administrator 

Hello __________________________________? 
                                           Administrator’s Name 

This is Carla Cruzan.  Would you have time in the near future to grant me a brief  

brief interview aimed at improving the District’s online courses?  It would be strictly  

confidential. 

____  No      

____  Yes   If yes, try to set up an in-person interview. 

  

Face-to-Face Questionnaire 

 

1a In your opinion, what are some of the factors motivating secondary students to 

take an online course? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________  

1b When it comes to timely high-school graduation, are there any pressures on the 

District, as a state school district, to have students graduate on time? 
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__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________  

1c Does the District experience greater pressure to have minority students graduate 

on time? 

Yes              No                 ?         

 
1d To what extent does the District view online courses as a means to aid students 

with a timely graduation? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________  

2a What are some of the ways in which the District’s online courses provide students 

with flexibility and a means of overcoming time constraints? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

2b What time-constraints for completion, if any, does the District put on its online 

courses? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________  

2c On what bases are course subjects selected which will be offered online to 

students? 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

2d How many—and which courses—are currently being offered online? 

 __________________________________________________________________ 
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2e Have some courses been offered in the past which are no longer offered?  And if 

so, why?  _________________________________________________________ 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

2f Why are today’s particular courses being offered?  Continuing to be offered?  

Been added to the original course lineup?  _______________________________ 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

2g Do some currently-offered courses seem to have a higher status than others?  If 

so, why might this be? _______________________________________________ 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

2h Do some currently-offered courses have a higher completion rate than others?  If 

so, why might this be? ______________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

2i By way of needs assessment, what courses are students, parents, and other 

stakeholders asking to have added to have added to existing courses? 

_________________________________________________________________ 

2j What support is available to faculty to develop and teach online courses?   

 __________________________________________________________________ 

2k What online teaching-or-learning, capabilities-or-features are currently being 

under-utilized?  Or which are you possibly considering adding now or in the near 

future—which will improve the District’s online courses?  __________________ 

 __________________________________________________________________ 
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3a How many students are currently enrolled in courses?  What courses and how 

many students in each?  _____________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

3b How many students have participated in the District’s online courses in the past?  

How has the number of students taking particular courses changed over time?   

 __________________________________________________________________ 

3c What are the gender, ethnicity, and racial characteristics of past and current 

students? _________________________________________________________  

 _________________________________________________________________ 

3d How have students performed in courses with regard to: 

1) dropping out early (and why have they dropped out, if known) 

__________________________________________________________ 

2) successfully completing courses for credit 

__________________________________________________________ 

3) not completing a course for credit 

__________________________________________________________ 

4) the length of time (and extended time) needed to complete courses 

__________________________________________________________ 

3e Have you heard any personal stories from students, parents or others of the way in 

which another person (a friend, parent, teacher, counselor, or someone else) may 

have either motivated a student to take a District online course—and/or to 

successfully complete it? 
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__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________  

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________  

4a What academic and skill-building supports and scaffolding are being offered to 

students to aid them in successful course completion? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________  

4b Are familial supports solicited? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________  

4c Are teachers the primary provider, on behalf of the District, to support student 

success?  Whom else plays a part in the role of supporting student success?  And 

in what ways? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________  

4d Is peer support available to students taking online courses? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________  

4e How does the District define, examine, and evaluate academic supports? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________  
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4f How would you describe the District’s various processes for student support and 

scaffolding for online instruction?  

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

4g How does the District define, examine, and evaluate academic supports?   

 __________________________________________________________________ 

5 Are some students discouraged from taking an online course?   

 ____  Yes ____  No 

If yes, When?  Why?  

__________________________________________________________________ 

6a What are the rules in place with regard to online courses? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________  

6b When it comes to establishing both implicit and explicit rules, which stakeholders 

are responsible for the establishment of particular rules? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________  

6c   What are the rules with regard to credit attainment? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________  

6d What rules has the District established that pertain to all courses? 

__________________________________________________________________ 
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__________________________________________________________________  

6e What rules are within the instructor’s prerogative which would yield differences 

in course experiences and outcomes? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________  

7 What are the roles of various stakeholders in the THE DISTRICT activity domain 

with regard to online courses being offered?  (Stakeholders would include, but not 

be limited to the following:  students, teachers, administrators at various levels, 

parents/guardians, and student peer groups.) 

Student___________________________________________________________ 

Parent/Guardian____________________________________________________ 

Instructor_________________________________________________________ 

Building Administrators_____________________________________________ 

District-level Administrators_________________________________________ 

Student’s Counselor________________________________________________ 

Other_____________________________________________________________ 

8 What definitions, if any, does THE DISTRICT use with regard to the district’s 

online program? 

Successful Course Completion_________________________________________ 

Unsuccessful Course Completion_______________________________________ 

Online Course/Instruction_____________________________________________ 

Online Learning/Education____________________________________________ 
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Distance Learning/Education__________________________________________ 

E-Learning________________________________________________________ 

Virtual High School_________________________________________________ 

Cyberschools_______________________________________________________ 

Hybrid Courses_____________________________________________________ 

Others____________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

9 How far back does THE DISTRICT’ online program database extend? 
__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

10   Concerning online students, seek to obtain the following information:   

(a)  Number of students, gender and other demographics, terms enrolled, 

courses enrolled in, course outcomes.   

(b)  Determine which students have taken more than one course.   

(c)  Obtain student ID numbers.   

(d)  Obtain student transcripts for all courses—online, Alternative Learning 

Center (ALC), summer sessions, and face-to-face (F2F) school-year 

courses. 

11 Concerning online instructors:   

(a)  What courses do they teach? 

(b)  When have they taught them? 

(c)  What grades have they submitted? 
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12   Concerning courses:   

(a)  Are there any specialty courses which THE DISTRICT offers ONLY 

online?  If so, do they tend to have a higher completion rate than courses 

which are also available in the classroom?   

(b)  Is there a formal “course withdrawal” process?   

(c)  If a student drops out of a course, is there a difference in how “early 

dropouts”—i.e. within the first three weeks—are handled in the District’s 

data, as opposed to students which dropout later, and do not complete a 

course?   

(d)  Are students able to take an “incomplete” and finish the course later?  And 

if so, do students have a time limit in which to complete the course?  

(e)  If a student leaves the district, are they able to continue work on their 

online courses for completion and credit?  

(f)  What course-registration procedures are put in place to aid successful 

student course-completion?  For example, might students be asked if they 

are taking the course for graduation credit—and then advised as to 

whether or not a course is even needed to reach their intended goal?   

(g) What if some students have dropped out after learning how difficult it is to 

complete a course without having a computer at home?  Is any registration 

process in place to try to prevent such dropouts from occurring?   

13 Please describe the district’s key processes with regard to online instruction, such 

as “student support and scaffolding for online instruction.”  
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 __________________________________________________________________ 

 Other processes:  ___________________________________________________ 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

14a At what point—and by what means—does the district learn that a student has 

completed a course (either successfully or unsuccessfully)?_________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

14b At what point—and by what means—does the district learn that a student is not 

working on a course for which they are registered? _______________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

14c Is there any follow-up process to learn if the student has encountered some 

difficulty—such as a family emergency?  Is it the instructors responsibility to 

follow up?  Is a process in place to contact the student? ____________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

14d By what means is it determined that a student has dropped out, with no intention 

of continuing the course—or if they would like more time to complete the course?   

__________________________________________________________________ 

14e Can a process be added whereby an End-of-Course online questionnaire will 

automatically follow the completion of a course?  

__________________________________________________________________  
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14f How readily might data be obtained once questionnaires (Pre-Course/During 

Course and End-of-Course) have been completed?  What process might be put in 

place?  ___________________________________________________________ 

14g Would it be possible for the online-course registration process to include asking 

for written permission from parents willing to let their student take online surveys 

for purposes of this research study?  Of course, it would be clearly stated that 

denial of the request would in no way impact a student’s grade or course content.   

__________________________________________________________________ 

14h Would it be possible to add a parent/guardian questionnaire to the online course 

program—so that a parent/guardian could respond online?  

_____________________________________________________________________ 

Section 5:  Administrator Demographics 

________________________________________________________________________ 

15a How long have you been part of the District? 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

15b How long have you been the Online Coordinator? 

1-5 yrs.           6-10 yrs.         11-15 yrs.            More than 15 yrs. 

15c How long have you been a media specialist? 

1-5 yrs.           6-10 yrs.         11-15 yrs.            More than 15 yrs. 

15d Have you previously been a teacher?  (In what subject area?) 

__________________________________________________________________ 
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16 Is there any issue which I have not addressed—or not adequately addressed—that 

you would like to mention as being important for me to better understand taking 

online courses from an administrator’s perspective? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 
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Questionnaire 5:  F-2-F Counselor, Social Worker, and School Psychologist 

Questionnaire 

Interview No.:  _________ Date: ____________________   

Category:  Potential Stakeholders at High School:  Social Worker; Counselors; and 

School Psychologist. 

Time interview began:  _______________   Time interview ended:  _________________ 

 

   Telephone Request for Permission to Interview Stakeholder 

Hello __________________________________? 
                                           Administrator’s Name 

My name is Carla Cruzan.  I am a doctoral student at the University of Minnesota and 

I teach in the district.  I am working with the District to gather information which we 

hope will improve the District’s online courses.   

I understand that you are a ___________________________________ 
                                                                                                   Position                                                    

at:  ________________________________ 
                                        Name of Location                                                    

Would you please be willing to grant me a brief interview aimed at improving THE 

DISTRICT’ online courses?  It would be strictly confidential. 

____  No      

____  Yes   If yes, try to set up an in-person interview. 

 F-2-F Questionnaire for Counselor and Other Stakeholders 
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1a Have you ever advised a student to take a THE DISTRICT online course? 

 ____  Yes ____  No 

1b If yes, under what circumstances?  ____________________________________ 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

1c If yes, what kind of advice, if any, to you give students as to what they might 

expect when taking an online course—particularly if you think it may be the 

student’s first time taking such a course? 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

1d Have you ever advised a student NOT to take a THE DISTRICT online course? 

 ____  Yes ____  No 

1e If yes, under what circumstances?  ____________________________________ 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

2 In your opinion, what are some of the factors motivating secondary students to 

take an online course? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

3 In your opinion, why are online courses needed? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

4a In your opinion, are online courses able to offer effective instruction? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 
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4b What are the rules with regard to credit attainment?  _______________________ 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

4c What rules has THE DISTRICT established that pertain to all courses?  

_________________________________________________________________ 

5 Whom do you think is asking THE DISTRICT to provide online course services? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 
6 What is working well with online courses?   

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

7 What problems have arisen with online courses? 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

8 What courses do you like seeing offered online to students? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

9 What courses would you like to see offered online in the future for your students? 
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__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________ 

10 How do you see course requirements differing (if at all) between classroom 

courses and online courses with the same course title? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Section 2:  Students Skills and Student Motivation 

____________________________________________________________________ 

11a When you think about students in online course(s), how well do you think they 

are prepared for taking an online course, in terms of knowing what they should 

expect? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

11b When you think about students in online course(s), how well do you think they 

are prepared for the amount of time they need to devote to taking an online 

course? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

12 In your opinion, what are the main means by which students learn about the 

opportunity to take courses online?  ____________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 
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13 Do you have students come to you sometimes for information about online 

courses?  

__________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

14 What do you think some of the motivators are for students to take online courses? 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

 [Can name some here, after a suitable pause] 

 Online course recommended by one of the following: 

 a good friend 

 a classmate 

 a brother, sister, or cousin 

 a parent or guardian 

 other person   

________________________________________________________________________ 

15 Possible motivation levels: 

 High                  Moderate       Low        ?  

Needed to graduate Could take it later It’s a personal 
    on time,                or substitute another interest that 
or for college. course. could be taken later. 

             

            
__________________________________________________________________ 

16 Do you think students would be willing to take an online course for any of the 

following reasons?  (Check all that apply.) 

To complete a graduation requirement not available in any other way. 
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To complete a graduation requirement even if another course would fit 
into their schedule. 

 
To complete an elective requirement not available in any other way. 

To complete an elective course even if another elective course would fit 
into their schedule. 
 
To prepare for taking future online courses. 

To get more experience using computers. 

________________________________________________________________ 

17a Do you think students would be willing to take an online course if they had more 

experience using computers? 

Yes              No                 ?                 

________________________________________________________________ 

17b Do you think students would be willing to take an online course if they had better 

computer access? 

Yes              No                 ?                 

________________________________________________________________ 

18 Do you think students sometimes take an online course because they think it will 

be faster-and/or-easier than taking the course in a classroom setting? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

19 Do you see any characteristic differences between the students who take online 

courses and those who tend to take the same course in a classroom setting?  And 

if so, in what ways do the students differ? 
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20 Is there any issue which I have not addressed—or not adequately addressed—that 

you would like to mention as being important for me to better understand taking 

online courses from an administrator’s perspective? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 
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