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Abstract
Similar to previous iterations, this action research study examined student perceptions of K-12 online learning as part of an 
action research project working to improve a graduate course on using internet-based instruction in the classroom. Addi-
tionally, since the data were collected prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, additional analysis of the qualitative data shines 
a light on why K-12 education struggled with the transition to remote teaching in the spring of 2020. Qualitative analysis 
of student artifacts, particularly student blog posts, revealed a general lack of awareness about the scope of online learning 
at the time, an evolving consensus of whether online learning was suitable for various ages, and how adults support online 
learning. Recommendations for future iterations of the course take these themes into account, along with how the pandemic 
may have already changed the opinions of future students in the course.
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Introduction

Over the past three decades, K-12 online learning has grown 
at an accelerating rate (Barbour, 2019). While estimates can 
vary, a recent article in Forbes claimed that approximately 
2.7 million students were doing some form of online learn-
ing prior to the COVID-19 pandemic (Schroeder, 2019). 
However, teacher preparation programs have been slow 
to change their curriculum to help pre-service and in-ser-
vice teachers adapt their skills for teaching in this context 
(Archambault et al., 2016; Kennedy & Archambault, 2012). 
This is despite recommendations from the U.S. Department 
of Education (2017) calling for the nation’s educators to 
become more skilled in online and blended environments.

This lack of training became quite apparent during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, as almost every teacher in the United 
States had to convert their instruction to an online or blended 

format almost overnight in the spring of 2020. Cavanaugh 
and DeWeese (2020) documented the struggle with a com-
parison of internet searches for topics related to online teach-
ing in February 2020 versus March 2020, where the number 
of searches for phrases such as, “setting up the digital learn-
ing environment,” went from roughly 100,000 in February to 
almost 4 million in March. Further, in their analysis of sec-
ondary teachers from around the world between March and 
May 2020, Howard et al. (2021) discerned four “profiles” of 
teachers with respect to their self-reported online readiness. 
Those with lower perceptions of their online readiness strug-
gled to adapt, and the lack of institutional preparedness had 
a greater effect on their ability to adapt, more so than those 
with higher perceptions.

Given how the pandemic caught everyone off guard, there 
is little wonder as to why the K-12 response to the shutdown 
was widely panned as a failure, with continued talk about 
recovering from the loss of learning that occurred (Engzell 
et al., 2021). While such an abrupt switch would understand-
ably be problematic, it was clear that even with the forecast 
of schools being online for the 2020-21 school year, giv-
ing the teachers a summer to prepare for the change was 
woefully inadequate (Diliberti & Kaufman, 2020; LaBonte 
et al., 2021). Further, while it is clear that the pandemic 
will eventually come to a close, threats of future pandemics 
and the increased frequency of natural disasters based on 
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anthropogenic climate change force us to reckon with the 
high probability of future, albeit more localized, extended 
school closures (Barbour et al., 2020; Rush et al., 2016). 
Regardless of when it will happen again or what will cause 
it to happen again, the basic question of why systems were 
so unprepared remains. For example, in an article published 
in a popular media magazine Gen, German (2020) examined 
individual - some would say isolated - instances of jurisdic-
tions who utilized more legacy forms of distance learning 
(such as correspondence education and educational radio), 
as well as the decades worth of research into how to deliver 
learning using those mediums, to provide a greater continu-
ity of learning than what was seen in most jurisdictions. 
How can the K-12 education system put into practice some 
of the lessons learned over the past three decades about 
effective online learning?

In this paper, we detail ongoing efforts in a graduate 
instructional technology course to improve the preparation 
of K-12 teachers to teach in an online environment. After 
reviewing the literature on the topic of online K-12 teacher 
preparation and providing an overview of past iterations of 
the study, we present findings from the fifth round of an 
action research project. Finally, we conclude with a discus-
sion of the implications of our findings and how they can 
influence both future iterations of the study and teacher 
training for online learning in general.

Literature Review

Despite the growth in K-12 online learning, there is little 
evidence to support a comparable growth in teacher training 
for online learning. In 2016, Archambault and her colleagues 
found that only 15 of the 363 teacher education programs 
who responded to their survey (4.1%) offered options for 
an online field experience. While this was an increase from 
Kennedy and Archambault’s (2012) study examining the 
same question, the growth projection is paltry when com-
pared to the demand for online options in K-12.

There are several reasons that could explain why demand 
exceeds the supply of qualified teachers. Graziano and Bry-
ans-Bongey (2018) surveyed faculty and administrators in 
colleges of education regarding online teacher training in 
teacher preparation programs. Respondents recognized the 
need to incorporate online teaching into preparation pro-
grams but doing so in a way that did not further expand an 
already time-consuming preparation sequence was a bar-
rier to implementation. Further complicating matters is the 
lack of standardized resources for teaching educators how 
to teach in an online environment (McAllister & Graham, 
2016), similar to the standardized structures of law schools, 
medical schools, and, to some extent, teacher preparation. 
In their review of ten states’ standards and guidelines for 

online teaching endorsements, McAllister and Graham saw 
little evidence of standardized resources, despite the fact 
that these states were, for the most part, using common 
standards from which to build their programs. The authors 
also noted that while these ten states had endorsements, not 
every institution offered the endorsement as a program of 
study. Moore-Adams et al. (2016), in their literature review 
of studies examining online teacher preparation programs, 
found that many are not rooted in empirical evidence; rather, 
they are often just modified versions of traditional teach-
ing practices. The authors lamented the absence of explicit 
instruction on the skill differences between online and face-
to-face teaching.

Pulham et al. (2018) provided additional justification for 
the concerns raised by Moore-Adams and her colleagues. In 
their review of ten online and blended teaching competen-
cies from various organizations, they classified 57% of the 
competencies as being applicable to any teaching modality 
(i.e., in-person, online, or blended). Put differently, these 
competencies were about good teaching in general rather 
than distinct competencies for an online environment. In a 
similar review, Pulham and Graham (2018) called for more 
attempts to validate these standards, as did Barbour et al. 
(2013). The lack of unique teaching standards for an online 
environment may confuse pre-service teacher educators, 
which, in turn, leads to a reluctance to dedicate class time 
to address teaching in the online environment. Further, in 
their case study examining the perceptions of administra-
tors, teachers, and teacher educators of the online teaching 
endorsement in the state of Georgia, Pourreau and Lokey-
Vega (2017) found that the participants felt that the stand-
ards aligned well with their expectations of what online 
teachers will face. However, they felt that the standards 
needed to pay more attention to the various roles in online 
learning (e.g., designers, mentors, instructors), the need to 
address misconceptions, and the need for flexibility when 
teaching online. This lack of an empirical basis for online 
teacher preparation is also noted by Barbour et al. (2020) and 
Larson and Archambault (2019).

Finally, teacher preparation faculty may also be unfamil-
iar and uncomfortable with developing online teaching skills 
in their students. Borup and Evmenova (2019) examined 
the effects of professional development for faculty prepar-
ing teachers in an attempt to increase familiarity with the 
medium. They stressed the importance of modeling good 
online teaching for the faculty in order for them to under-
stand the skills needed to be successful. After participat-
ing in the professional development, faculty improved their 
scores on a survey aligned to the Technological Pedagogical 
Content Knowledge (TPACK) framework (Mishra & Koe-
hler, 2007). The authors also noted the steep learning curve 
that faculty who are not savvy with technology would face 
in making the shift to teaching online.
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In addition, studies examining efforts to prepare teachers 
to teach in an online environment have had varied results. 
For example, Cooper et al. (2020) outlined a three-semester 
sequence for increasing pre-service educators’ efficacy in 
online teaching. Instruction and assignments were aligned 
to standards from the International Society for Technology 
in Education (ISTE), the National Education Association 
(NEA), as well as TPACK. The authors claimed that the 
program was successful based on, “grades, presentations, 
and student discussion” (p. 134), but provided little evi-
dence to back the claim. Graziano and Feher (2016) con-
ducted a qualitative study on the perceptions of pre-service 
teachers who did dual placements in online and traditional 
settings. Students generally reported that they enjoyed the 
online experience but reported that they did not anticipate 
the amount of work involved with online learning. Further, 
the authors recommended that online field placements need 
quality mentors and a thorough selection process for men-
tors, in addition to an overall increase in the awareness of 
online teaching standards. On a more positive note, Luo 
et al. (2017), as part of a design-based research study on 
increasing pre-service teachers’ exposure to online teaching, 
examined data from 140 pre-service teachers, including sur-
veys, perception papers and focus groups. The researchers 
attempted to increase the students’ exposure to online learn-
ing by incorporating video observations and guest speakers 
as part of a course. They found that the exposure improved 
the overall perception of online teaching. The pre-service 
teachers saw the medium as having benefits with respect 
to flexibility, personalization, and a potentially better envi-
ronment for some students who were having difficulty in a 
traditional setting. The pre-service teachers felt that student 
motivation and a lack of socialization were potential draw-
backs to teaching online.

In summary, concerns about preparing teachers to teach 
online is now a decades-old phenomenon, going as far back 
as 2007, where Rice and Dawley found that less than 40% 
of all online K-12 teachers received any medium-specific 
training before beginning to teach online. Given these mixed 
results and the already full teacher preparation curriculum, 
many teachers enter the world of online teaching without any 
prior experience or training (Archambault & Larson, 2015); 
thus, they have to gain training through their employer, con-
tinuing education, or a formal graduate degree or certifi-
cate. So, it is of little surprise that when the majority of the 
world’s schools went remote in early 2020, teachers strug-
gled tremendously. The need for better preparation is obvi-
ous, and while the aforementioned barriers will always exist, 
how can we work to improve online teacher preparation? 
Further, teacher experiences over the 2019-20 and 2020-21 
school years have left a negative impression of online teach-
ing (Pressley, 2021). While data collection for this study 
was conducted prior to the pandemic, information regarding 

changing teachers’ perceptions of online learning could be 
useful in reversing this negative perception

Methodology

This study is a continuation of an action research project 
examining a graduate level course titled “Internet in the 
Classroom” at a Midwestern public university designated as 
a “Doctoral: Very High Research” by the Carnegie Founda-
tion. The course has several units of study, including topics 
about today’s student and the notion of generational differ-
ences, use of Web 2.0 tools in the classroom, and virtual 
schooling. This research study is primarily focused on the 
latter. The course is an elective for various graduate instruc-
tional technology degrees at the institution, and is a require-
ment for both a graduate certificate in online teaching and 
for the state’s K-12 teaching endorsement in educational 
technology. The project has been an iterative cycle of data 
collection, analysis, and recommendations for improving the 
course. This study represents the fifth cycle of data analysis.

Similar to previous iterations of the study, the purpose 
was to continue to explore the following questions:

1. What are in-service teacher perceptions of K-12 online 
learning?

2. How do those perceptions impact future curricular 
design of the course?

The first research question, first proposed during the ini-
tial iteration of the study (Barbour & Harrison, 2016), was 
essentially a replication of Compton et al. (2007). In subse-
quent course offerings, action research became a focus; thus, 
the second research question was added. Action research is 
an appropriate methodology due to the fact that the very 
nature of improving educational practice is rooted in a con-
tinual cycle of data collection, analysis, and revision (Craig, 
2009; Kermis & McTaggart, 2008; Stringer, 2004).

Summary of Changes to the Course

After examining the artifacts and student evaluations in the 
first iteration of the course, the instructor increased the time 
spent on the online learning portion of the course, empha-
sizing the three roles of the virtual school teacher (Barbour 
& Harrison, 2016). Results from the second iteration sug-
gested that more contextualized examples be included (i.e., 
the scenarios and case studies were from other states; per-
haps local examples would be preferable). The third itera-
tion was offered in a shortened summer term and allowed 
for adjustments in assignment requirements and blog post 
prompts (Barbour & Siko, 2020). During the fourth iteration, 
state-specific examples were included in the curriculum, 
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mirroring TEGIVS to reflect how local onsite facilitators 
mediate student learning (Azukas & Barbour, 2021). In 
this iteration, in addition to the local facilitator scenarios, a 
series of case studies for the online teacher were developed 
based on Michigan examples (i.e., comparable to the ILO 
scenarios from previous iterations).

Data Collection

As with previous iterations of the study, data sources 
included course artifacts and student evaluations. Course 
artifacts included seven reflective blog posts as well as 
two assignment submissions. The blog posts were a way 
of conducting course discussions using a Web 2.0 tool 
(i.e., a blog) rather than a traditional discussion forum on a 
learning management system; the intention being to model 
usage of Web 2.0 tools since the topic was a unit of study in 
the course. Weekly prompts were provided by the instruc-
tor on his personal blog with the instructions to students 
to base their initial post on the prompts. Then, discussions 
occurred through commenting and responding on the blogs 
of classmates. Finally, course evaluations were administered 
near the end of the semester and consisted of both selected-
response, Likert-style questions and open-ended constructed 
response questions. Evaluations are optional for students to 
complete.

Data Analysis

Having obtained continuing approval from the Institutional 
Review Board, students were informed of the research pro-
ject at the beginning of the semester and provided with the 
appropriate consent forms. Five students were enrolled in the 
course, and all five consented to having their data included 
in the analysis. By comparison, course enrollments in pre-
vious iterations averaged between 10 and 16 students, with 
between 4 and 10 consenting to the study. The students, four 
females and one male, were all enrolled in various gradu-
ate programs in instructional technology at the university 
(one doctoral, one educational specialist, and three mas-
ter’s). Pseudonyms were used when preparing the data for 
analysis. Data from the blog posts and subsequent discus-
sions, along with the assignment submissions, were analyzed 
using a constant comparative method (Strauss & Corbin, 
1994). Data were open coded after an initial reading by the 
researchers, and codes were refined over multiple reviews of 
the data until agreed upon themes emerged. In addition to 
multiple readings by multiple researchers, trustworthiness 
was further enhanced by comparing data and themes from 
the assignment submissions from students. Creswell (2003) 
discussed how multiple data sources and multiple research-
ers can lead to increased trustworthiness in the data analysis. 

Finally, descriptive statistics from the Likert-style course 
evaluation questions were reviewed.

Results

Student evaluation scores for the course indicate that the 
course was well received. Four of the five students com-
pleted the evaluation. The university evaluation form ranks 
questions on a scale of 1 (poor) to 5 (excellent), and almost 
every question had a mean rating of 4.0 or higher. Along 
with the standard questions provided by the university, the 
instructor has the option of adding supplemental questions 
to gain additional information from students. However, 
for reasons of privacy, the university does not release the 
responses to these questions when fewer than five students 
in the course complete the evaluation, which was the case 
for this course. After completion of the initial round of cod-
ing and review by the researchers, several themes emerged 
from the student data. Regarding the first research question 
on in-service teacher perceptions of K-12 online learning, 
two themes emerged: an overall weak prior knowledge of 
the online learning world and the appropriateness of the 
medium given a particular context. In addition to these first 
two themes, another two themes emerged concerning the 
second research question on course impacts: soft skills that 
impact online learning success and the roles various adults 
play on the life of an online student.

Lack of Awareness of the Online Learning Landscape

The students in the course were generally unfamiliar with 
online teaching. None of the students had taught in an 
online environment before. Further, many of the students 
were unaware that the state had an online learning require-
ment despite the rule being in place for several years. The 
first blog prompt had two parts. First, students were asked 
for their thoughts before completing the assigned readings 
about online learning. The second part asked to reconcile 
their initial beliefs with their learning. Initially, the students’ 
perceptions usually captured one facet of online learning. 
For example, Annette stated:

In a typical day, I presume that online learning has 
a very flexible schedule, and students are allowed to 
work at their own pace instead of the pacing systems 
that are evident in schools. Also, students will have the 
luxury of learning from home and at school as well. 
Special computer labs and/or classrooms are created 
and utilized for this online learning purpose. There are 
no set schedules with the exception that students must 
physically check-in with their teachers at least once 
weekly and participate on discussion boards daily.
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While highlighting the flexibility, she did not mention 
anything about synchronous learning, whereas Louie wrote:

I assume the teacher is in an office or at home with a 
headset and computer. The student might be at home 
or at school in a computer lab. The class would be 
accessible at any time of the day.

To which Sharon replied:

I was interested in your vision of the teacher in an 
office at their computer with a headset. In this sce-
nario, is the instructor delivering a lecture or would 
there be some interactions with their students?

Again, these were initial thoughts with little to no back-
ground knowledge on the subject. After completing the 
assigned readings, many of the students stated that they 
did not realize the extent online learning was expanding 
in the United States. Further, they discussed their limited 
experiences both in K-12 and in their own online learning. 
For example, Karen responded to a statement in an article 
about the myths of online learning regarding interactions 
and isolation:

In my own experience, my online courses have indeed 
lacked interaction. The only interaction I’ve had has 
been strictly about the particular assignment. It has 
also seemed very forced and ingenuine.

However, one collective point of agreement among the 
students was the dispelling of the myth that online learning 
is only for gifted and talented students. Paul summarized 
this by stating:

A few of my preconceived notions were in direct 
opposition to some of the myths. I believe that online 
learning has the potential to be beneficial to a diverse 
amount of individuals and not just for gifted and tal-
ented students. Virtual schooling can be beneficial 
for those who have not seen success in the brick-and-
mortar classroom. I also believe the online classroom, 
much like the brick-and-mortar classroom has the 
potential for high and low levels of engagement.

With that said, there was some discussion of whether 
some students or courses were not suited for online learn-
ing, which was the second theme that emerged from the data.

Age and content appropriateness

Several students, upon learning about the scope of online 
learning, felt some trepidation regarding the appropriateness 
of online learning for a particular course or demographic. 
Some felt that online learning was inappropriate for younger 

learners, although there was disagreement based on the fact 
that learner attributes vary widely for a given age group.

With respect to subjects, the students discussed their 
evolving opinions of an online physical education course. In 
addition, Annette spoke at length about her opinions regard-
ing an online public speaking course:

It has been argued that public speaking cannot be 
taken online because of the absence of an audience. As 
a college public speaking instructor, I once bought into 
this school of thought. However, since being exposed 
to virtual schooling and various technologies, my posi-
tion has changed. A video could be created to show 
what virtual schooling in a public speaking classroom 
possibly looks like. The video could include: sam-
ple speech outlines via Camtasia, sample instructor 
speeches via YouTube, student speeches uploaded via 
a Ustream video (Students would have to pan over and 
show evidence that they are delivering their speech to 
an audience and not simply talking to a camera.), etc.

However, most of the discussion focused on at what age 
is online education appropriate. There was some relative 
debate on how appropriate online learning was for younger 
students. However, most were quick to caveat their state-
ments with an understanding that a group of students of the 
same age would have a range of abilities to handle the online 
environment. Paul, Annette, and Sharon had this discussion 
based on Annette’s initial posting:

Although, many believe that younger learners are at 
a technological advantage. Yet, without the soft skills, 
their technological “know-how” will still limit their 
online learning success.
I conclude that age is not a determinant for online 
learning success rather than a set of soft and techno-
logical skills that online learners must possess and 
utilize.
Paul – The “soft skills” necessary for online success 
require a lot from the learner. Are our are younger 
learners just developing these skills or fully capable 
and ready to apply them? Is it fair to hold them fully 
accountable for these “soft skills?” If so, how can we 
support them? If not, at what age do we expect full 
application?
Annette – If we begin teaching soft skills in upper 
elementary school–e.g., students using planners to 
manage their time–then we can expect complete devel-
opment by high school. When students attend post-
secondary school or have online courses, then we can 
be confident that their soft skills are working towards 
their advantage.
Sharon – Annette and Paul, Annette’s statement imply-
ing we all know adult learners who are not self starters 
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and are not motivated is quite the understatement :) If 
all adults were motivated to learn, the world would be 
a different place and competition would be fierce :) 
But I do believe age can somewhat determine online 
learning success as indicated in my post.

This discussion continued on as an example of the next 
major theme, soft skills and the responsibility for student 
development of these skills.

Soft Skills

Related to the notion of age appropriateness was the role soft 
skills play in online learner success. In the previous section, 
the students in the course were well aware of the notion that 
“age is just a number;” there are young students who exhibit 
these attributes and there are adult learners who have under-
developed skills that present challenges to their success in 
an online classroom. The previous discussion then shifted 
to one of responsibility; that is, what are the expectations for 
developing these skills in early grades:

Sharon - Paul’s questions make me think deeper about 
the issues our young online learners face in an online 
environment. Educators should be a big influence on 
how their study and writing skills evolve. I think about 
mentors in my academic and professional career and 
I realize I have been able to obtain soft skills for most 
of my life. This puts me at an advantage, but I must 
be willing to put these skills to work. Often times the 
content doesn’t seem relevant to young learners and 
it’s easy for them to get away. We as educators should 
influence them to look ahead and value success on all 
levels. Online facilitators also have the task of making 
the content seem interesting for younger learners, but 
there is not necessarily a certain age where we should 
expect full application of soft skills.
Annette – I think that many of our students are aware 
of soft skills, e.g., time management, but are not uti-
lizing them to their advantage, which cripples their 
success in school.
Paul – I would like to restate my question. Should we 
expect elementary students to fully apply the skills nec-
essary for online learning? Which should be taught 
first? How?
Annette – I don’t think that elementary students can 
FULLY apply soft skills; however, we can begin the 
process with them. First, we can teach them to use their 
planners to develop their time management skills and 
build their other soft skills from there.
Specifically, when I was a principal I used planners 
with my upper elementary students. By the time they 
reached junior high, their soft skills were more evident.

Louise – Yes, younger students, i.e., elementary and 
middle school, are at a technological advantage, but 
so are the majority of students enrolled in K-12 educa-
tion. I agree that soft skills and technological skills, in 
addition to parent involvement and teacher mentoring 
are essential in online learning success.
Annette – Yes, Louise, students do need that wrapa-
round system–parental and teacher support–in order 
for them to be successful online learners.
Karen – Annette, I could not agree more with your 
post.
Many people would think that older learners would 
possess those soft skills more so than younger learn-
ers, but that is not necessarily the case.
Maybe it depends on the students’ earlier teachers' 
expectations of them. Were they taught the skills? Were 
they expected to use them so that they became inher-
ent? That would seem to help students be more suc-
cessful online learners.
Annette – Our students will rise to our level of expecta-
tions. If we expect little, they will deliver little. If we 
expect greatness, they will deliver greatness or very 
close to it.

To summarize, the students in the course generally agreed 
that the development of the soft skills necessary for success 
in online environments was not necessarily age-dependent. 
However, as the next theme details, the responsibility for 
fostering the development of these skills fell to the adults in 
the online student’s life.

Adult Roles in Online Learning

As the semester progressed and students began to look at 
various online learning scenarios, they became more aware 
of the roles that adults play in the success of the online 
learner other than the teacher. This was true with respect to 
the previous themes of age and soft skills, as Louise stated:

I agree wholeheartedly with your assessment of age 
being a determinant of success in online learning. 
I observed in the videos of how virtual schooling is 
being used in other states with younger students that 
the parents are essential in the success of younger 
students in their online learning. I believe that older 
students need mentoring from their onsite teacher to 
help them be successful in online learning, even if they 
have the requisite soft skills.

Karen later discussed how a facilitator would have helped 
in a scenario where the student became anxious during her 
experiences in an online course:

As a school-based teacher, I would walk Susan through 
the course to show her how the course was laid out 
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on the website. I would show her where the important 
information was located. This would allow me to be 
a guide and a mentor for her throughout the course.

Finally, at the conclusion of the course, many of the 
students felt more confident in their abilities as a facilita-
tor, often more so than their confidence as an instructor or 
designer. Karen gave a succinct example:

I have more confidence in facilitating an online course 
with a student or group of students than to create one. 
Now that I have had experience with online courses 
and virtual schooling, I understand more of what they 
are about and how they typically work. Therefore, I 
think I could mentor other students through the pro-
cess.

This better understanding of the roles also played out in 
the student artifacts. One of the course assignments was to 
develop a presentation for an imagined school board that 
demonstrated the need for continued support for online 
learning. Louise, Karen, and Sharon’s submission went into 
great detail about the importance of the facilitator, and how 
their onsite presence can greatly improve student outcomes:

An obvious aspect to the role of an on-site facilitator is 
maintaining and troubleshooting for computers… On-
site facilitators also act as advocates for students. They 
serve as the online students’ voice with school officials 
by making sure they have all resources necessary and 
reporting grades. They also communicate with parents. 
The facilitators can ensure parent understanding of the 
online learning process, as well as communicate stu-
dent progress… Lastly and most importantly, on-site 
facilitators help students to develop soft skills neces-
sary for success in an online environment.

Given the initial lack of awareness of the extent of online 
learning at the beginning of the course, it does seem reason-
able that by the end, the students in the course would at least 
feel comfortable acting as a facilitator. Perhaps one semester 
is too short of a time to go from where they started to feeling 
comfortable with design and delivery.

Discussion and Implications

As an action research study, the goal of this line of inquiry 
is a systematic improvement to a localized problem (Craig, 
2009; Kermis & McTaggart, 2008; Stringer, 2004). As such, 
the ability to easily generalize to other contexts is question-
able. As such, the purpose of the discussion is not only to 
share findings but to provide information readers to deter-
mine whether specific findings are applicable in their situa-
tions. Additionally, as with previous iterations, small class 

size and the lack of qualitative data reduced the usefulness of 
course evaluation data. While students appeared to approve 
of the course, the lack of context via open-ended responses, 
a small sample size, and the general weaknesses associated 
with student evaluations lend little to our understanding of 
the experience (Ambady & Rosenthal, 1993).

Based on the findings of Luo et al. (2017) and Borup and 
Evmenova (2019), in addition to modeling online experi-
ences, having actual observations in K-12 online courses 
or guest speakers with whom students could interact could 
further improve overall satisfaction with the course and 
content. With that said, as we emerge from the COVID-19 
pandemic, virtually every in-service teacher will have had 
real-world experience with online teaching. On one hand, 
this may negate the need for additional exposure to online 
situations. On the other hand, what most teachers experi-
enced in 2020 and 2021 was more aligned to what some have 
called emergency remote teaching (Hodges et al., 2020); 
and exposure to a well thought out, adequately planned and 
resources experience that was not reactive in nature could 
help to mitigate teachers’ negative experiences during that 
time. With respect to the themes that emerged, we acknowl-
edge that because the data were collected prior to the pan-
demic, the interpretations become more nuanced for sev-
eral reasons. First, almost every teacher experienced remote 
teaching using online tools in some way in 2020 and 2021. 
As such, a total lack of awareness for K-12 online learning 
seems highly unlikely. Even as we emerge from the worst of 
the pandemic, many districts should consider future plans 
for virtual options moving forward (Barbour et al., 2020).

Similarly, since the entire spectrum of K-12 students 
shifted to remote learning, discussions about the possibil-
ity of teaching certain courses or age groups will likely be 
more muted. Quality and outcomes aside, teachers found 
ways to teach every grade and every subject remotely. With 
that said, teachers can still discuss whether it is appropriate 
to teach certain ages or certain subjects online and achieve 
the same level of quality instruction as they could in an in-
person environment. Still, as Pulham and Graham (2018) 
and Pulham et al. (2018) point out, since many of the online 
teaching competencies could be summarized as just good 
teaching, one could reasonably expect that for the most part, 
good in-person teachers did a better job teaching remotely 
than less effective in-person teachers, regardless of age or 
content area. Further, it became clear that certain groups of 
students thrived in an online environment while others strug-
gled. Much like Barbour and Reeves (2009) detailed how 
online courses are often geared toward a particular student 
profile, those students whose profile matched the instruction 
likely belonged to that successful group. The students in this 
course shifted their discussions of age appropriateness to a 
discussion of the necessary soft skills for success in online 
environments.
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Next, many teachers tried their best to simply replicate 
their in-person instruction to an online setting (Cheng, 
2020). The students in this course seemed to not address 
different pedagogies for online learning. There is still a 
dearth of research discerning online from traditional ped-
agogies, and Moore-Adams et al. (2016) noted how this 
is a problem with current online teaching endorsements. 
This problem of a lack of online pedagogy became quite 
apparent during the pandemic, when so many teachers 
engaged in remote teaching by attempting to replicate their 
classroom teaching in Zoom – often referred to as ‘Zoom 
school’ (Barbour & LaBonte, 2020; de Vries, 2021). Simi-
larly, many school and district leaders were primarily con-
cerned with the amount of face time between students and 
teachers as a measure of whether “teaching” was happening 
(Barbour et al., 2020). While the course in this study had 
separate units on Web 2.0 tools and online learning, there 
was little overlap with student assignments, as well as a 
lack of online pedagogies discussed in the course, with 
much of the discussion revolving around the various actors 
in an online course.

Finally, the students also reflected on the different 
roles in online learning. Both the reflective posts from 
the students and their artifacts demonstrated a solid 
understanding of the importance of teachers, men-
tors, and parents in the success of the online student. 
Compared to the findings of Pourreau and Lokey-Vega 
(2017), the fact that this course addressed these roles and 
the findings that demonstrate the students in the course 
understand them can be seen as a positive outcome. 
During the pandemic, when teaching shifted to remote 
teaching, the lack of resources and infrastructure with 
respect to human capital prevented schools from devel-
oping these roles. As such, teachers were tasked with 
doing all of them. As Pourreau and Lokey-Vega noted, 
teachers longed for additional information about these 
roles, but schools, even if they had the proper resources, 
would have been unaware of best practices in deploying 
additional staff to these roles. Howard, Tondeur, Sid-
diq, and Scherer (2021) indicated that teachers who may 
have fallen in the lower categories on their self-reported 
online readiness would have had additional difficulties.

Conclusion

In this paper, we detailed the findings of the fifth cycle of 
action research examining student perceptions about K-12 
online learning in a graduate course. As with the previous 
iterations, the majority of themes were derived from the 
blogs posts of students, with some support from assign-
ment artifacts and little to no support from student course 
evaluations. As such, future iterations should continue to 

adjust blog prompts to encourage better discussion of themes 
that have been consistent in each of the previous iterations. 
Further, we can also look to adjust the course assignments 
related to online learning to help the learners become more 
comfortable in not just facilitating courses, but also design-
ing and teaching online courses.

As previously stated, broad recommendations from an 
action research study should be taken with a grain of salt. 
While the application of the knowledge gained may only 
apply to this situation, we highly encourage the use of action 
research to systematically update a course to meet the needs 
of changing student dynamics. With that said, data collec-
tion occurred prior to the pandemic, the themes found in the 
data support both changes to the course as the primary goal 
for the action research project, but also for preparing online 
teachers in general. The pandemic introduced an additional 
set of variables to consider moving forward with changes to 
the course, and future students will likely be more aware of 
the inner workings of online learning. However, their expe-
riences may have likely been more negative than positive, 
so the introduction of live observations and guest speakers 
may be beneficial. Finally, continuing to advocate for online 
learning policy with respect to ensuring that adequate support 
is available for online learners, as well as proper training for 
teachers and facilitators, is crucial to the success of online 
students in the future.
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