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Abstract 

The structure of education is continuously evolving as more technology is being 

incorporated within educational sectors.  Online education programs have grown 

significantly over the past decade, from online programs that are designed for college 

students, to some of America's most vulnerable populations such as K-12 students. 

Primarily designed for the advanced learner, it is apparent that technology has made 

education more accessible for all levels of education as well as diverse populations-in 

particular at-risk students. With online education programs increasing rapidly at 30% 

annually (Watson & Gemin, 2008), it is essential to evaluate the scope of online 

education programs in relation to diverse populace.  This study evaluated education 

affiliates regarding their aspects on the effects of online educational programs in 

association with at-risk students. The current study was conducted over a regular school 

semester and covered Alternative Learning Center (ALC) schools statewide and 

conventional academic institutions within the region of northern Minnesota. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

     Historically, the evolution of America’s education has been an intense subject 

throughout centuries. With American educational policies and procedures on a 

continuum of reform; students in the United States have experienced a multitude of 

change from the inception of public education in 1804 (Fredrick & View, 2009) to the 

most current phenomenon of online education. Online education has significantly 

evolved from its original stance of solely accommodating advanced learners to its 

expansion to the country’s most early learners,K-12 students. Online education was first 

introduced in 2002 as an alternate form of education to encompass a variety of students 

in settings that were more conducive than the traditional face- to- face environment  

(U. S. Department of Education,  2010). 

  Although this phenomenon is increasingly on the rise; as of today, nationwide, 

nearly one-third of high school students fail to graduate with a diploma with an average 

of 7,000 dropping out every day. The problem is even more severe for Black and 

Hispanic students with nearly 50 percent not completing high school on time (Desoff, 

A., 2009). Susan Patrick, president and CEO of International Association for K-12 

Online Learning, stated "that when students fail it not only affects them but it affects the 

school districts as well because they are under federal and state mandates to improve 

test scores and graduation rates" (2009). There are a number of student populations that 

may or may not benefit from this new "beacon" of education. However, in comparison 

to minority groups, what are the educational results for special populations that engage 
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in the trend of online learning; in particular, the student population that are considered 

to be at-risk? For the sake of this study, it is important to explain what "at-risk" students 

comprise of. According to researchers Watson and Gemin (2008), the characteristics of 

at-risk students are based on a multi-risk spectrum. There are many elements that may 

predispose students to the risk. Some factors are based only on academic achievement. 

Other factors included non-academic indicators that are believed to affect at student's 

likelihood of achieving success in school. Common trends that are viable in considering 

students at-risk is if the student had one or more of the following: 

• Low socio-economic status 

• From a single parent family 

• An older sibling dropped out of school 

• Changed schools two or more times 

• Average grades of  "C" or lower from sixth to eighth grade 

• Repeated a grade 

 

  Clearly, multiple risk factors increase the likelihood that students will drop out. 

These factors fall into one or more categories: individual, family, school, and 

community. For most students, dropping out results from a combination of factors, 

often after a long process of disengagement that sometimes begins early in the child's 

educational years or in the transition to high school (Watson & Gemin, 2008). As 

education continues to enhance with the new phenomenon of online learning in efforts 

to help students meet academic success, does online learning bolster academic 

achievement for at-risk students? 
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Purpose of the Study  

     Because the aim of school districts is to improve graduation rates and test scores 

for all students, school districts continue to strive in this area by offering online 

education to accommodate students who may have failed courses due to poor grades 

and absenteeism and other unfortunate circumstances that deem a student as being at-

risk. Seeing that online education for K-12 students becomes more popular in 

accommodating such needs, the issue surrounding students that face such barriers 

remains to be a central scope of study that lacks significant investigation. The purpose 

of this descriptive research study was to determine the extent of offering online 

education to K-12 students, including at- risk- students, in northern Minnesota. This 

study aimed to contribute to increase academic achievement of K-12 students, including 

at-risk students, by identifying the current status and characteristics of and future 

directions for online learning programs in this region. 

 

Background of the Study 

     As the educational phenomena continue to grow, more demand for the 

expansion to K-12 learners became more of a request. According to the International 

Association for K-12 on learning (2012), thirty-one states, including Washington DC, 

have statewide full-time online schools. Online education is continuously on the rise; 

however, there are aspects of this educational reform that are yet to be investigated. 

Some beneficial aspects include flexibility; convenience; access to high quality learning 

courses in remote areas; and its ability to address various learning styles (Kellogg & 

Politoski, 2002; Cavanaugh et al., 2006; Barbour & Reeves, 2009). In addition, some 
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research studies concluded that students who receive their education online showed vast 

improvement in their academic skills and outcomes (Berge & Clark, 2005; Barbour & 

Reeves, 2009). 

 Contrary to the benefits that previous studies indicate, there is evidence that 

specify areas in which online education may not be the ideal route for K -12 students.  

In a 2005 research study, Berge and Clark discussed the importance of accreditation and 

how accreditation steers the public’s perception of the quality that online learning 

offers. To support their study, in 2008, according to the Rose and Gallup study, only 4% 

of the general population approved of students earning high school credits online 

without attending a traditional face-to face learning environment (2008). An additional 

area of concern, regarding online education, is student retention. Studies examined 

suggest that the completion rates of online education tends to be 50% as opposed to the 

70-75% completion rate of the traditional face-to face courses (Carr, 2000).  Another 

group of studies suggests an additional area of concern for K-12 learners is self-

regulation. In a statement by researchers Bol and Garner stated, “Students must be able 

to employ self –regulating learning strategies that include planning, goal setting, self-

monitoring processes, and calibration judgments "(2011). 
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Setting 

 294 academic institutions, both conventional and alternative schools throughout 

northern Minnesota were randomly invited to participate in this study. All were schools 

that offered at least one online learning program and blended online program. The 

participants were invited to participate in the survey via email during the spring 

semester, 2014.  

Limitations of the Study 

 Future research could be considered for examination in the following areas: 

students outside barriers-not associated with academics; individual aptitude, and 

satisfaction in face- to- face learning environment. Other areas that are not considered in 

this research were students' preferred learning style, attitudes toward traditional face-to-

face learning environment. In addition, the effects that social media may or may not 

have in students’ academic achievement. Furthermore, academic institutions response 

rate may also limit the focus of this investigation. 
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Definitions  

• Accreditation: A set of standards and competencies used to evaluate an 

institution’s overall organization effectiveness 

• Online Learning:  Instruction via web-based educational delivery system that 

includes software to provide a structured learning environment (Watson, Murin, 

Vashaw, Gemin, & Rapp, 2010). 

• At- Risk-Student: Student who exits K-12 education before successful 

completion  

• Online- Learning: A type of interactive learning, usually over the internet, that 

allows one to take courses without attending a brick and mortar school 

• Drop-out: Leaving school without a high school diploma 
 

• Credit Recovery: A student passing, and receiving credit for, a course that a 

student previously attempted but was unsuccessful in earning academic credit 

towards graduation 

• Hybrid/Blended Learning: Combines online learning with other modes of 

instructional delivery (Watson, Murin, Vashaw, Gemin, & Rapp, 2010). 

• Full-time online schools: Also called cyber schools, work with students who 

are enrolled primarily (often only) in the online school. Cyber schools typically 

are responsible for their students’ scores on state assessments required by No 

Child Left Behind, which is the primary way in which student outcomes, and 

school performance, are measured (Watson, Murin, Vashaw, Gemin, & Rapp, 

2010). 

• Brick and Mortar: Physical presence of a building or other structure. 
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• Asynchronous Delivery: Students and teachers work at different times, not 

necessarily in real-time interaction with each other (Watson, Murin, Vashaw, 

Gemin, & Rapp, 2010). 

Summary 

     Many studies have focused on the phenomena of K-12 online learning since its 

induction to America’s educational arena. As research has emphasized both the 

positives variables and negative variables that incline to be associated with online 

learning programs, it is only plausible to continue the investigation by focusing on 

special populations, such as at risk students, and how online learning effects their 

academic achievement. The primary purpose of this study was to analyze academic 

results as it relate to at- risk students in northern Minnesota, while engaging in online 

learning programs.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

Literature Review 

 The intent of this study was to examine academic results of at risk students who 

engage in online learning programs. The literature review suggested three concepts that 

may influence the effect of online learning among this population. In essence, there are 

some perceived variables concerning students who are considered “at risk,” to engage in 

online learning programs versus the traditional face-to face classroom environment.  

This review addressed the following themes: first the benefit of online learning 

programs; second, the challenges of online learning programs; and finally students self-

efficacy and satisfaction in an online learning environment. To conclude, this paper will 

encapsulate the current rationale, in the field of K-12 online learning. 

Benefits of Online Learning Programs 

    Many variables are perceived benefits in relation to online learning programs. For 

over a decade, many researchers have investigated the effects of K-12 online line 

learning programs and have determined there are many benefits that accompany such 

programs. Experimental studies show that the major benefit of online schooling for 

 K-12 schools aligned more with the geographic and flexibility concept which allowed 

rural and small schools to offer courses that they would otherwise be unable to teach 

such as higher level mathematics and science courses. In addition to the types of 

courses being offered through online learning, another perceived benefit was the high-

quality learning opportunities that are offered through online learning (Kellogg & 

Politoski, 2002; Cavanaugh et al, 2006; Barbour & Reeves, 2009). 
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 In the same research article, a synopsis of research from Berge and Clark 

concluded that another advantage was that student’s outcomes and skills were also 

improving due to the nature of online learning programs. According to the authors, this 

is described as a benefit as it relates to the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) that 

incorporated a large number of minority students (who are an important measurement 

in the NCLB Act) (Berge & Clark, 2005; Barbour & Reeves, 2009; Cavanaugh, 2001). 

 Sun and Hsu (2013) provided comparable results that demonstrate just how 

beneficial online learning is for students. The focus of their research concluded that 

higher levels of interactivity were associated with more positive learning effects of 

online learning. It was thought that the relationship between the level of interactivity 

and learner perceptions of routine work was important to understand.  The article 

expressed a survey that was designed to focus on the Web-based instructions (WBI) 

systems with different levels of interactivity in efforts to further understand the learner’s 

perceptions of intensive interaction (2013). The results were conducted using the one 

way analysis of ANOVA to examine the dependent variables of learner perceptions 

such as perceived interactivity, satisfaction and perceived learning. A post hoc 

comparison was used to determine the differences of three groups. The differences 

between learner attitudes and learning performance among the three groups were 

evaluated (2013). The results indicated that the three groups had significant differences 

in attitudes, satisfaction, and perceived learning effect.  The results suggested that the 

attitudes of the participants in the different groups were affected by the different levels 

of interactivity (2013). 
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Encounters of Online Learning Programs 

     While the practice of online learning at the K-12 level has evolved in United 

States since the early1990’s, there are still challenges associated with this style of 

learning.  One of the major challenges associated with online learning, in general is 

accreditation.  Developed over 100 years ago, accreditation has been a long-standing 

pillar in education. Additionally in a research article by Ice, Burgess, Beals and Staley 

(2012), recent innovation developments against an uninviting economic backdrop have 

led to extensive policy changes regarding accreditation criteria. Such policy changes 

have had far-reaching effects for higher education institutions and also have extended to 

organizations accrediting programs with an institution. However, for online programs, 

these policy changes have additional implications in terms of aligning content to goals 

and objectives and for evidencing learning effectiveness (2012). Berg and Clark (2005) 

discussed how state approval and accreditation were important to observe as it pertains 

to the public’s perception on the quality of online learning. One important aspect to 

consider, in particular in regards to K-12 students, are the courses that are being offered 

via online acceptable by post-secondary schools (2005). 

 Hernandez and Peters (2012) described further encounters for the online learner. 

Investigators analyzed students as to how they effectively retained information using 

technology or paper as their mediums. Researchers used a randomized experiment to 

test whether online teaching or tools impact students learning. The methodology 

consisted of two groups of students. One group of students took their homework 

assignments on paper and was required to submit their homework in class. The other 
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group had to access to all their work online.  It is important to mention that the 

assignments were identical. The results indicated that 7% increase completion rate 

among the students who were online but had a 27% increase of absences than students 

who participated in the study in the traditional face-to-face medium. However, there 

does not appear to be any subsequent effect on student outcomes as measured by final 

exam performance. More broadly, since the benefit of online homework submission for 

improved student learning seems to operate primarily through increased rates of 

homework completion, the results indicate that the quality of learning does not seem to 

significantly affect by how one is exposed to the information (Hernandez & Peters, 

2012). 

 Another sector that poses a benefit for learners is online instructional strategies 

for credit recovery and at-risk students in several case studies depicted in an article 

conveyed by the North American Council for Online Learning (NACOL). Case studies 

involving various schools across the nation showed that online learning opportunities 

significantly impacted the academic achievement outcomes of at-risk learners. For 

instance, the article discussed the positive outcomes of at-risk students who attend 

Aldine Independent Schools in Texas, which offers an online learning program 

designed for credit recovery.  In the year 2000, the district recovered about 700 half-

credits with its traditional remedial programs. By the year 2007, Aldine Online 

Learning program had produced approximately 4,500 half-credits for at-risk and drop 

out students (Watson & Gemin, 2008). 
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Perceived Barriers of Online Education Programs  

     The concept of online learning is heavily advertised with a myriad of benefits (i.e. 

higher levels of motivation, expanding educational access, providing high quality 

learning opportunities, improving student outcomes and skills, allowing for educational 

choice and administrative efficiency (Barbour & Reeves, 2009). However, it may be 

important to consider some of the barriers that encompass the online learning 

environment.  Research explored implications regarding teacher roles in the virtual 

environment in this relatively new phenomenon of online education for the K-12 

grades. One of the main focuses was the connection in which teachers had with their 

students.  The article discussed that a pivotal role for a teachers is having a presence 

among their students. Teachers felt a level of disconnect in association with virtual 

classrooms and struggled to create innovative methods to effectively interact with their 

students. Another significant area that the study found is that 93% of teachers involved 

in online learning had less than five years experience. This is in contrast to the face-to- 

face teaching experience in which studies show 37% of teachers had less than five years 

of teaching (Hawkins &Barbour, 2012). 

  Furthermore, research shows other barrier in association to the implementation 

and expanding of online education for K-12 students are: funding and costs, lack of 

distance educational training, lack of necessary technical infrastructure, lack of grants, 

difficulty in persuading stakeholders the benefits involving online learning and lack of 

support staff  needed to develop courses (Tankersley & Burnham, 2007).  Costs and 

funding are the most cited barriers preventing districts from expanding their distant 
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education courses. In the investigation, 36% of the respondents of districts that were 

planning on expanding their online education programs reported that course 

development and purchasing cost was the primary barrier preventing the expansion 

(Stezer, Lewis & Greene, 2005; Tankersley & Burnham, 2007). 

Summary 

 Once designed for advanced learners, the development of online-education 

reform has now evolved to include some of the nation’s most vulnerable learner’s, at-

risk-students, in the endeavor to increase academic achievement among this particular 

population. At this time, not much research has been conducted regarding K-12 online-

education in general; however, the literature review expressed some areas, which offer 

some concrete data that may or may not prove the validity of this new education 

phenomenon. To further enrich research on this topic, in this study, online-education 

programs were evaluated in northern Minnesota.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Methodology 

 The significance of this study was to examine the extent of offering online 

education to K-12 students, including at-risk students in northern Minnesota. This 

chapter first described the setting and participants studied. Next, this chapter discussed 

the development of the survey, and concluded with a description of the process used to 

gather and analyze the data.   

Setting and Participants  

  The Minnesota Department of Education alternative mission is to provide viable 

educational options for students who are experiencing difficulty in the traditional 

system. The first legislated State-Approved Alternative Program (SAAP) began in 1988 

with four sites serving 4,000 students. Today, more than 162,000 students access 

alternative education on a part-time or full-time basis. This represents 17 percent of 

Minnesota public school students. 

  Alternative education is designed for students who are at-risk of educational 

failure (Minnesota Department of Education, 2013). State-Approved Alternative 

Programs are classified as Area Learning Centers, Alternative Learning Programs 

(ALP), Contracted Alternatives, and Targeted Services for students in kindergarten 

through grade eight. They are learning-year programs and are funded with General 

Education Revenue. Students are eligible to generate up to 1.2 average daily 

membership (ADM) for their district.  

  There were 263 Area Learning Centers, 61 Alternative Learning Programs, 16 

Contracted Alternatives and 259 Targeted Services Programs during the 2010-2011 
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school year. Alternative programs are year-round and may be offered during the day 

and after school. They are characterized by smaller class sizes and using a hands-on, 

experimental approach to learning. Instruction is designed to meet individual student 

learning styles as well as their social and emotional needs. Teachers build connections 

with students and focus on vocational and career skills, including independent study 

options. Community, county and state partnerships provide additional support and 

resources (Minnesota Department of Education, 2013) 

 This investigation was conducted using approximately 294 randomly selected 

schools located in Northeastern Minnesota over a typical school semester, beginning in 

January 2014- June 2014. The purpose of this study was to gain insight from 

educational affiliates regarding the effects of online education program for at-risk-

students enrolled in online programs and/or blended courses. 

  A total of 294 academic institutions were selected and sent a link to generate 

the survey form via a web-based option. The survey instrument consisted approximately 

of 17 questions. Data from two curricula approach were used and considered for this 

study. One involved students who participate in the partial online program in 

conjunction with a hybrid component which allow for students to take courses via 

online as well as a face-to face component. Most students who participated in the 

partial- hybrid program were students who were lacking in sufficient courses or needed 

to improve grades, or bring up their GPA to ensure on-time graduation. The other 

element comprised of the students who were enrolled in online programs as full-time 

students.   
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Measures and Research Design  

  This investigation is comprised using a mixed method approach in its 

observation (Creswell, 2009). The study comprised of approximately 17 survey 

questions, 13 closed multiple choice, or rating scale questions for quantitative data, and 

4 open-ended or short answer questions for qualitative data (see Appendix for the 

survey questionnaire). Many questions are adopted from Picciano and Seaman (2009) 

upon obtaining specific permission in writing from the authors. The purpose of the 

survey was to collect general data regarding online learning programs for students that 

are considered to be at-risk. 

Data Gathering and Analysis  

      Data was collected via survey response. The sample population consisted of 

superintendents, programs directors, and principals throughout northern Minnesota. In 

addition, the survey was also offered to Alternative Learning Centers (ALC) program 

directors throughout the state of Minnesota. The survey was distributed online to 

approximately 294 school affiliates over a total of four weeks. Approximately two 

weeks after data was collected from the first outreach, the survey invitation and 

instrument were sent out as an additional reminder concerning the survey via email in 

which the same link was provided. The questions of the survey did not change during 

the second invitation and distribution. 

 Once the survey was collected, the questions and responses were collated in an 

excel database. All data were investigated for missing or out of range values. All 

missing data were coded as either structural missing (the question did not apply to the 

respondent) or as non -response missing (the question did apply, but the respondent did 
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not provide any data). For the analysis, the IBM SPSS Statistics, version 20 (2011), was 

used; most data were analyzed for descriptive statistics, including means, standards 

deviation, percent and to compare two groups, t-statistics were employed. 

Summary 

  This survey was administered with the intent to obtain descriptive statistics 

about online programs for at-risk students. Using a survey questionnaire, a mixed 

methods research design was employed. The survey was distributed online to a total of 

294 school affiliates for a total four weeks. Most data collected were analyzed for 

descriptive statistics. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Results and Discussion 

 The purpose of this study was to investigate the effectiveness of online learning 

programs regarding at-risk students in northern Minnesota. This chapter will first report 

participant's demographic information and descriptive statistics results of the survey 

administered regarding the various online educational programs. This chapter also 

discusses the major findings of the survey results. 

 Of the 294 schools to which the survey was distributed, 58 (20%) schools 

responded. Although this response rate is lower than the acceptable minimum retuned 

sample size of 85 (28%) for an accessible population of 300 (Batrlett, Kotrlik, & Higgins, 

2001), it is still within the range of typical response rates to online surveys, which is 20 

- 47% (Nulty, 2008). Table 1 presents the participant demographic information. The 

majority of participants were White (71%) males (53%) ages 41-60 (59%). 

Table 2 lists the providers for the online programs for 58 schools. For the Fully 

Online programs the primary providers were Independent vendor (39.7%), School 

district (22.4%) and State virtual school (19.0%) in order; For the Blended and Hybrid 

programs the primary providers are School district (41.4%), Independent vendor 

(20.7%), and Other schools in the same district (8.6%). 
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Extent of Offering Fully Online and Blended/Hybrid Programs.  

 Table 3 shows that of 58 schools responded to the survey, 50 (86%) schools had 

at least one student either in Fully Online or in Blended/Hybrid programs. In 

specific, 40 (69%) schools had at least one student in Fully Online programs, and 

40 (69%) schools also had at least one student in Blended/Hybrid programs. 

Among those 40 schools that had Fully Online programs, the vast majority (90%) 

had the programs in Grades 9-12 classrooms, while the extent of offering Fully 

Online programs were relatively small in Grades K-5 (8%) and Grades 6-8 (20%).  

Four schools offered Fully Online programs through Night school, IQ academy, that 

consisted of students age 18-21. The number of students taking the Fully Online 

programs varied by institution and the grade  
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Table 1
Participant Demographic Information and Institution Type
Variable n Percent (%)

Male 31 53
Female 20 35
No Response 7 12
Total 58 100

Age 
30 or younger 0 0
31-40 7 12
41-50 16 28
51-60 18 31
60 or older 9 16
No Response 8 14

Ethnicity
African American/ Black 1 2
Asian American/ Pacific Islander 0 0
Caucasian/ White, Non-Hispanic 41 71
Hispanic / Latino 3 5
Native American/ American Indian 3 5
Other 0 0
No Response 10 17

Alternative Learning Center (ALC) 26 45
Conventional 32 55

Students in Online Cources: Free/Reduced Lunch  
None 1 2
Under 50% (1-50%) 17 29
50% 4 7
Above 50% (51-99%) 22 38
100% 1 2
No Response 13 22

Gender

Type of Institution
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level, and ranged widely from 1 to 500. The enrolment of students in 

Blended/Hybrid programs was similar to Fully Online programs; among the 40 

schools who had Blended/Hybrid programs, the vast majority (88%) had the 

programs in Grades 9-12 classrooms, while the programs were offered relatively 

little in Grades K-5 (5%) and Grades 6-8 (18%). The number of students taking the 

Blended/Hybrid programs varied by institution and the grade level, and ranged 

widely from 2 to 500. 

 

Perceived Efficacy of the Online Program.  

Table 4 shows the respondents’ perception on the online programs in terms of its 

value and outcomes. On a 7-point rating scale, where 1 being strongly disagree, 2 

Table 2
Providers for Fully Online and Blended/Hybrid Courses for the districts; n=58

Provider n (%) n (%)
Your district (i.e., delivered centrally from the 
district)

13 (22.4) 24 (41.4)

Cyber (online) charter school in your district 0 (0.0) 1 (1.7)
Other schools in your district  3 (5.2) 5 (8.6)
Another local school district, or schools in 
another district, in your state 

6 (10.3) 3 (5.2)

Education service agencies within your state 
(e.g., BOCES, COE, IU), not including the 
state education agency or local school districts 

3 (5.2) 1 (1.7)

State virtual school in your state  11 (19.0) 0 (0.0)
State virtual school in another state  0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)
Districts or schools in other states (other than 
state virtual schools) 

2 (3.4) 1 (1.7)

postsecondary institution   8 (13.8) 4 (6.9)
Independent vendor  23 (39.7) 12 (20.7)
Other (Not specified ) 1 (1.7) 3 (5.2)

Fully Online Blended/Hybrid
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disagree, 3 somewhat disagree, 4 neither agree nor disagree, 5 somewhat agree, 6 

agree, and 7 

 

 

strongly agree, the respondents were positive to all six statements; in specific, 

there was strong agreement on the statement, “Students need more discipline to 

succeed in an online course than in a face-to-face course” with 5.80 on the possible 

maximum point of 7. The respondents’ opinion to the statement, “Fully online and 

blended/hybrid courses fulfill an important educational need for my students” was 

also strong with 5.31. The respondents’ opinion to the statement, “Fully online and 

blended/hybrid courses have allowed my district to build important relationships 

Table 3
Extent of Offering Fully Online and Blended/Hybrid Programs

Response n % n % n %
Yes 40 69 40 69 50 86
No, but plan to offer 5 9 9 16 4 7
No, and no plan to offer 12 21 9 16 4 7
No Response 1 2 0 0
Total 58 100 58 100 58 100

Offer by Grade Level n % n %
Grades K-5 3 8 2 5
Grades 6-8 8 20 7 18
Grades 9-12 36 90 35 88
Other (Night, IQ academy, aged 18-21) 4 10 2 5
Total number of Yes above 40 100 40 100

Enrollment by Grade Level Mean Data or Range Mean Data or Range
Grades K-5 n/a 2, 150, NR1 n/a 500, NR
Grades 6-8 n/a 1, 2, 5, 500, NR n/a 2, 5, 25, 500, NR
Grades 9-12 38 2 - 500 70 2 - 300
Other (Night, IQ academy, aged 18-21) n/a 10, 50, 60, NR n/a 45, 200
Note . 1NR= No response

Online (1) Blended/ Hybrid (2) (1) or (2)  



Online Education & At-Risk Students 
 

 23 

with other organizations” was relatively weak, with the mean of 4.09 on the 

possible maximum point of 7. For all six statements, there were no differences 

between the ALC (n=22) and the conventional school (n=23).   

 

 

Extent and Perceived Efficacy of Offering Online Programs to At-Risk Students.  

  Table 5 presents that of 50 schools offered online programs, 44 (88%) schools 

answered that some of the students taking the programs were considered at-risk 

students. The number of students who are taking the online programs and the proportion 

of at-risk students are also shown in Table 3; about a half of the students were at-risk 

students. Table 6 lists the respondents’ opinions about the efficacy of online programs 

for at-risk students. Flexibility, option for credit recovery, and alternative delivery 

options were the primary reasons that the participants perceived for online program to 

 Table 4
Paricipants Opinion on the Value and Outcomes of the Online Program

t -
Statement M (SD) M (SD) statistics M (SD)

Fully online and blended/hybrid courses….       
fulfill an important educational need for my students.  5.14 (1.49) 5.48 (1.16) -0.86 5.31 (1.33)
experiences are comparable in educational value to 
traditional face-to-face instruction.         

4.41 (1.65) 4.30 (1.69) 0.21 4.36 (1.65)

have allowed my district to build important 
relationships with other organizations.   

3.95 (1.56) 4.22 (1.13) -0.65 4.09 (1.35)

State or local governing bodies or regulations are 
encouraging school districts to enroll students in online 
and blended courses.             

4.09 (1.44) 4.61 (1.20) -1.31 4.36 (1.33)

Students need more discipline to succeed in an online 
course than in a face-to-face course.    

5.82 (1.18) 5.78 (1.09) 0.11 5.80 (1.12)

Faculty in my district accept the value and legitimacy of 
online education. 

4.41 (1.62) 4.22 (1.51) 0.41 4.31 (1.55)

ALC                 
(n=22)

Total             
(n=45)

Conventional 
(n=23)
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be an option of meeting the need of at-risk students; opposites, on direct contact and no 

progress made by at-risk students were negative aspects of online programs.  

 

 

Table 5
Extent of Offering Online Programs to At-Risk Students

Offer to At-Risk %
Yes 88
Maybe; I do not know 4
No 8
Total 100

Statistics, n=40 schools
No of At-Risk Students 
in Online Programs

% of At-Risk Students 
in Online Programs

Mean (SD) 32.2 (45.5) 51.3% (36.4%)
Median 15 45.50%
Mode 15 100%
Range 1 - 200 10 - 100 %

No. of Students in 
Online Programs

98.5 (189.2)

3 - 900
20, 31

30

n
44
2
4

50
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Importance of and Barriers for Offering Online Programs. 

 Table 7 shows to what extent the respondents evaluated the reasons for a 

school district to offer online courses. On a 7-point rating scale, where 1 being not 

at all 

important, 2 important, 3 somewhat important, 4 neutral, 5 somewhat agree, 6 

important, and 7 very important, the respondents evaluated that all nine reasons 

are important. The most important reason was, “Meeting the needs of specific 

groups of”, which was 5.81 of the maximum possible score of 7. The next important 

reason to offer online program was, “Permitting students who failed a course to 

Table 6
Whether Online Programs Meet the Need of At-Risk Students

Response How online program meet or not meet the needs of at-risk students
Frequency 

(n=55)

Flexible scheduling/Access anytime 12
Option for credit recovery 10
Alternative delivery option to the traditional classroom 8
Individualized pacing/Leveled instruction/Supplement the coursework 4
No need for transportation/Stay at home 2
Provide updated curriculum on a regular basis 1

No direct contact time/No assistance, support, and relationships 6
No progress/Not a good idea for at-risk students 3
Concern in motivation/Independence  2
Not much technology available 1
Too dificult 1

Flexibility + No physical conatact 1
Follow the trend + Technology not available 1

Positive

Negative

Neutral (Pros and cons) 
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take it again” which rated as 5.75 of the maximum possible score of 7. Two 

reasons, which are “Certified teachers are not available for traditional face-to face 

instructions” (3. 37), and “Addressing growing populations and limited space” (3. 

48), were evaluated as not important.  For all nine reasons, there were no 

differences between the ALC (n=24) and the conventional school (n=28).  The 

participants also evaluated barriers for offering online programs, on the same 7-

point rating scale. The greatest barrier was, “The need for teacher training”, which 

was 5.81 of the maximum possible score of 7. 

Summary 

     The results primarily echo some of the same concerns that were discussed in 

the literature review. Online education is rapidly advancing among the K-12 population 

and therefore, many areas need to be taken into consideration when focusing on the 

extent of online educational programs in association with at-risk students. Many factors 

are fundamentally prevalent prior to establishing effective strategies needed to influence 

achievement among such vulnerable population. 
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Table 7
Perceived Importance of the Reasons to a School District Offer Online Courses

t -
Reason M (SD) M (SD) statistics M (SD)

Addressing growing populations and 
limited space 

3.67 (2.08) 3.32 (2.11) 0.59 3.48 (2.08)

Online and blended offerings are 
financially beneficial

4.50 (1.87) 3.89 (1.87) 1.17 4.17 (1.88)

Students prefer online course activities 4.08 (1.53) 4.57 (1.20) -1.29 4.35 (1.37)
Certified teachers are not available for 
traditional face-to face instructions

3.17 (1.95) 3.54 (1.67) -0.72 3.37 (1.79)

Offering courses not otherwise available 
at school

4.88 (1.96) 5.18 (1.74) -0.59 5.04 (1.84)

Offering Advanced Placement or college-
level-courses 

3.71 (2.07) 5.00 (1.59) -2.54 4.40 (1.92)

Meeting the needs of specific groups of 
students 

5.67 (1.55) 5.93 (0.94) -0.72 5.81 (1.25)

Reducing scheduling conflicts for students 5.13 (1.78) 4.86 (2.01) 0.51 4.98 (1.89)
Permitting students who failed a course to 
take it again 

5.75 (1.54) 5.75 (1.43) 0.00 5.75 (1.47)

ALC                 
(n=24)

Conventional 
(n=28)

Total             
(n=45)

Table 8
Perceived Barriers for Offering Online Programs

t -
Barrier M (SD) M (SD) statistics M (SD)

Course development and/or purchasing 
costs. 

4.42 (1.89) 4.96 (2.06) -0.99 4.71 (1.98)

Limited technological infrastructure to 
support distance education.

4.13 (1.92) 3.57 (2.08) 0.99 3.83 (2.01)

Concerns about course quality 4.50 (1.79) 5.11 (1.62) -1.28 4.83 (1.71)
Restrictive federal , state or local laws 
or policies  4.33 (1.58) 3.75 (1.71) 1.27 4.02 (1.66)

The need for teacher training 4.91 (1.83) 5.14 (1.43) -0.50 5.04 (1.61)
Concerns about receiving funding based 
on student attendance for online learning 
and/or blended/hybrid education 

4.88 (1.70) 4.86 (1.96) 0.04 4.87 (1.83)

ALC                 
(n=24)

Conventional 
(n=28)

Total             
(n=45)
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Summary and Conclusions 

     In efforts to gather a consensus regarding online education programs, and how 

such programs affect at-risk students, approximately 294 schools were randomly 

selected a participate in  a survey that comprised of  17 questions, 13 closed, multiple 

choice or rating scale questions for quantitative data and 4 open ended for qualitative 

data.  The   purpose of the survey was to gain insight in association to online 

educational programs from affiliates within the educational field. The sample 

population consisted of superintendents, programs directors and principals throughout 

northern Minnesota. In addition, the survey was also offered to Alternative Learning 

Centers (ALC) throughout the state of Minnesota. An invitation to participate in the 

survey was administered via web-based over the course of four weeks. For the purpose 

of this research study, two curricula were taken into consideration  in efforts to analyze 

the perspectives from two categories within the  schools systems; one curriculum 

focused comprised of a conventional system that implement online education programs; 

the other curriculum focus, comprised of random selection of  ALC which are academic 

institutions which are designed specifically for students within the state of Minnesota, 

in efforts to provide viable educational options for students who are experiencing 

difficulty in traditional school system.  
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Major Findings: 

     After analyzing the results from the survey, broader implications elicit that 

online educational programs are more practical among the 9-12th grade population. The 

majority of those students who participate in online courses were eligible for free or 

reduced lunch; an indication of low socio-economic which is also one the categories 

that pertains to at-risk students (Watson & Gemin, 2008).  In addition, results from the 

survey indicated that independent vendors are the primary provider of offering fully 

online programs. For Blended/Hybrid programs, the primary providers are school 

districts. In both categories, at least one student was enrolled in an online educational 

program. 

 Another major concern regarding the affects of online education programs that 

the research results highlight, would be the monetary aspect of operating such 

programs. Course development and purchasing costs are some barriers in which 

respondents saw as being a challenge. Also, training teachers to effectively facilitate 

students via online was also a matter in which most survey participants view as a 

barrier. An additional concern with online education programs was obtaining funding 

that is based off attendance. One of the primary issues with at-risk students is the lack 

of attending classes (Watson & Gemin, 2008). Previous researches show that at-risk 

students are more likely than the student population as a whole to drop out of school 

(2008). 
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Recommendations for Future Research 

     After analyzing the data from the survey, further research is needed in efforts to 

gain a thorough insight regarding online education programs as it encompasses the 

varying grade levels of K-12 and how online educational programs affect younger at-

risk students. With a relatively small percentage of 28%, in totality, resulting from the 

survey, it leaves an opportunity for future researchers to, perhaps, concentrate on this 

particular population regarding the impact of online education as it continues to evolve. 

According to results of the survey, many more institutions that are academic based, plan 

to offer at least one online educational program in the future, but how would funding 

play a role in implementing such programs? Although, at this point it is unclear whether 

such programs will be geared to aid at-risk students or not, it is important to learn how 

technology may impact younger students in a general sense. 

Conclusion 

     It is evident that technology is vastly becoming the main driving force behind 

education in the 21st century. As education continues with this evolution, it is important 

to understand both its value as well as its obstacles regarding all students. While this 

particular study focused on a vulnerable population of students who are facing 

challenges within their lives, it is important to encompass various elements as they 

relate to all students. Even though not many students in the K-5th grade range are 

engaging in online education programs, it may be worthwhile to continue to investigate 

this population in association to the criteria that envelops at-risk students. As an affiliate 

of the educational sector, it is essential to strive to eliminate any academic hindrance 

that may obstruct a student from achieving his  or her full potential, whether it is 
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obtaining enough funding to implement online programs, ensuring that teachers are 

effective in delivering courses online and with technology being such a novice 

instrument in education, it is important to continue researching its effects and what it 

may pose on our students. Regardless of what role one may play in the education arena, 

it is a due diligence to learn what the best methods are to help each and every one of our 

students achieve and succeed. 

 

 

   



Online Education & At-Risk Students 
 

 32 

References 

Alternative learning. (2013). In Minnesota Department of Education. Retrieved from 

Minnesota Department of Education website: 

http://education.state.mn.us/MDE/StuSuc/EnrollChoice/AlterLearn/ 

Barbour, M. (2010). Researching K-12 online learning. Distant Learning, 7(2), 6-12.  

 

Barbour, M., & Reeves, T. C. (2009). The reality of virtual schools: a review of the 

literature. Computers and Education, 52(2), 402-416.  

 

Bartlett, J. E., Kotrlik, J. W., & Higgins, C. C. (2001). Organizational research: 

Determining appropriate sample size in research survey. Information 

Technology, Learning and Performance Journal, 19(1), 43-50.  

Berge, Z. L., & Clark, T. (2005). Virtual schools: Planning for success. New York, NY: 

Teachers College Press. 

Carr, S. (2000). As distance education comes of age, the challenge is keeping the 

students. The Chronicle of Higher Education. Retrieved from 

http://chronicle.com.libpdb.d.umn.edu:2048/article/As-Distance-Education-

Comes-of/14334/ 

Creswell, J. (2009). Quantitative Methods. In Research design: qualitative, quantitative 

and mixed methods approaches (3rd, pp. 145-171). Thousand Oaks, California: 

Sage Publications. 



Online Education & At-Risk Students 
 

 33 

Desoff, A. (2009). Reaching graduation with credit recovery: Districts provide the latest 

programs to help failing students succeed. District Administration, 45(9), 43. 

Retrieved from Academic OneFile database. 

Evaluation of evidence-based practices in online learning. (2010,). In US Department of 

Education. Retrieved, from http://www2.ed.gov/rschstat/eval/tech/evidence-

based-practices/finalreport.pdf 

Fast facts about online learning. (2012, October). In International Association for k-12 

Learning. Retrieved, from Creative Commons website: www.inacol.org 

Frederick, R. M., & View, J. (2009). Facing the rising sun: A history of black educators 

in Washington, DC, 1800-2008. Urban Education, 44(5), 571-607. Retrieved 

from 

http://web.ebscohost.com.libpdb.d.umn.edu:2048/ehost/detail?vid=8&sid=b89e

9d 

Garner, J., & Bol, L. (2011). The challenges of e-Learning initiatives in supporting 

students with self-regulated learning and executive function difficulties. Journal 

of Higher Education. Retrieved from Education database. 

Hawkins, A., Graham, C. R., & Barbour, M. K. (2012). Everybody is their own island. 

Teacher Disconnection in a Virtual School. International Review of Research In 

Open & Distant Learning, 13(2), 123-144. Retrieved from 

http://web.b.ebscohost.com. 

 

 



Online Education & At-Risk Students 
 

 34 

Ice, P., Burgess, M., Beals, J., & Staley, J. (2012). Aligning curriculum and evidencing 

learning effectiveness using semantic mapping of learning assets. International 

Journal of Emerging Technologies in Learning, 7(2), 26-31. 

doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.3991/ijet.v7i2.1972 

 

Linda, B., & Joanna, G. K. (2011). Challenges in supporting self-regulation in distance 

education environments. Journal in Computing In Higher Education, 23(2), 4. 

doi:http://dx.doi.org.libpdb.d.umn.edu:2048/10.1007/s12528-011-9046-7 

 

Nulty, D. D. (2008). The adequacy of response rates to online and paper surveys: what 

can be done? Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 33(3), 310-314.  

 

Rey-Hernandez, J., & Peters, C. (2012). Does the medium matter? Online versus paper 

coursework. Southern Economic Journal, 78(4), 1333. Retrieved from 

http://www.utc.edu/Outreach/SouthernEconomicAssociation/southern-

economic-journal.html 

 

Sun, J., & Hsu, Y. (2013). Effect of interactivity on learner perceptions in web-based 

instruction. Computers In Human Behavior, 29(1), 171. 

doi:10.1016/j.chb.2012.08.002 

 

 

 



Online Education & At-Risk Students 
 

 35 

Tankersely, & Burnham. (2007). Distance education in Georgia’s Public School 

Districts: Baseline data on utilization and the perceived barriers to 

implementation and expansion. Online Journal of Distant Learning 

Administration, 10(4), 5. Retrieved from Education Research Complete 

 

Watson, J., & Gemin, B. (2008). Promising practices in online learning. North 

American Council for Online Learning, 1-16. 

 

Watson, J., Murin, A., Vashaw, L., Gemin, B., & Rapp, C. (2010). Keeping pace with 

K-12 online learning: An annual review of policy and practice. Evergreen 

Education Group, 1-150. 

 



Online Education & At-Risk Students 
 

 36 

Appendix 1 
 

Online Education Programs 
Survey Questionnaire 

 
1. Is your school a conventional school or an ALC school? 
2. Are the students of your district taking any fully online or blended/hybrid 

courses during the 2013-2014 school year? 
3. Are any of the students taking online or blended courses considered "At-risk"? 
4. If so, approximately how many 
5. Please identify how important you believe the following reasons are for a school 

district to offer fully online or blended learning courses 
6. How much of a barrier are the following to your district in offering fully online 

or blended /hybrid learning courses? 
7. We are interested in your opinions. Please let us know your thoughts (positive or 

negative) on any aspect on online and blended/hybrid courses and their potential 
for the district. 

8. Please select the level (1–7) at which you disagree/agree with the following 
statements with regard to online learning in your district 

9. Your best estimate of the number of student enrollments for your district in each 
of the following categories (a student enrolled in more than one course would be 
counted only once) during the 2013-2014 (12 month) school year? 

10. Over the next two years, we expect fully online course and/or blended/hybrid 
course enrollments for your district to: 

11. The provider(s) for fully online and blended courses for my district are (check 
all that apply): 

12. Please indicate what percentage of students in the following categories engage 
in online programs or blended or hybrid programs (full-time) at your institution. 

13. Please check what grade level your academic institution offer online or 
blended/hybrid programs (full time) programs. (Check all that apply). 

14. What percentages of students that take online course qualify for free or reduce 
lunch? 

15. Your Gender 
16. Your Age 
17. Your Ethnicity 
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Appendix 2 

Permission from Dr. Picciano and Dr. Seaman 
 
Dear Chnice Watson, 
 
You have our permission to use the survey instrument.  I have included copies of 
the various forms that we used for each of our K-12 reports - two were directed at 
the district level and two at high schools.  Please note that all of these are 
copyrighted. 
 
What we ask is that: 
1) You provide proper attribution in any report that you produce, and 
2) You send us a copy of the results 
 
All four of our reports are available at: 
http://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/k12.html 
 
Good luck with your project. 
 
-jeff 
 
 

 

http://www.onlinelearningsurvey.com/k12.html
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