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Executive Summary

Thirty years have passed since the first U.S. K-12 online learning program was established;
25 since the first supplemental virtual school appeared; 20 since the for-profit education
management organizations K12 Inc. and Connections Academy were founded; and, 10 years
since the NEPC’s first report on virtual education was published. In light of these decades
of experience and reports, this section briefly surveys recent related research and findings
consistent over time, including those from this series of NEPC reports. It further explores
issues related to the impact of findings on policy and practice.

Consistent with broader research in the field, reports in this series have repeatedly found
that students in both virtual and blended schools generally underperform their brick-and-
mortar counterparts. As those sectors continue to grow, legislators and other policymakers
have nevertheless largely failed to impose additional oversight and accountability—a failure
that may be attributed largely to the fact that corporate providers have large coffers and
influence, as do supportive ideologically driven individuals and organizations. A contribut-
ing factor, some argue, is that researchers have not yet established a credible base of useful
strategies for practitioners and policymakers, a gap that became starkly apparent in March
2020 when education leaders working to immediately implement virtual instruction found
both schools and practitioners unprepared for an online environment.

This publication is provided free of cost to NEPC’s readers, who may make non-commercial use of
it as long as NEPC and its author(s) are credited as the source. For inquiries about commercial use,
please contact NEPC at nepc@colorado.edu.
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Providing a counterexample to the general failure of most researchers and research to affect
policy and practice, the state-funded Michigan Virtual Learning Research Institute (MLVRI)
has had significant positive effects. Its designated mission is to analyze the effectiveness of
online models by tracking enrollments, completion rates, and overall student impact as well
as to study and strengthen 19 discrete areas of teaching and learning. While its existence
hardly guarantees that state policy will align with its findings, the institute has certainly
benefited Michigan’s virtual and blended education programs and their stakeholders. Since
the pandemic forced schools to close and implement online learning, MVLRI has provided:
research-based guidance for students, parents, school-based mentor teachers, online teach-
ers, school board officials, and administrators; a tool for school leaders to review online
curriculum; orientation modules for students new to online learning; access to webinars and
courses for teachers; and, a series of resources and learning opportunities specific to remote
teaching.

Notwithstanding this positive example, the broad field of research on K-12 virtual and blend-
ed schools has been appropriately criticized for: confusing terminology; a lack of historical
perspective; the absence of construct validity; a fragmented rather than systemic approach;
and, American-centrism.

Given these factors, it is recommended that:

» State and federal legislators create goals for a comprehensive research program de-
signed to inform policy for, and improve practice in, virtual and blended schools.

State and federal legislators either create new independent entities, or support exist-
ing ones, charged with undertaking long-term research programs to evaluate virtual
and blended schools.

Researchers in the field design future efforts with a focused effort to avoid known lim-
itations in existing literature.
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Introduction

The field of K-12 online and blended learning has marked several milestones: 30 years since
the first K-12 online learning program was launched?; 25 years since the first supplemental
virtual schools were established?; 20 years since the dominant, for-profit education manage-
ment organizations K12 Inc. and Connections Academy? were founded; and, over 25 years
since the first journal article on K-12 online learning was published.4 In addition, this report
marks the tenth year of NEPC reports on virtual and blended education. Among designated
purposes for the series is to “assess the research evidence that bears on K-12 virtual teaching
and learning . . . [and to] provide research-based recommendations to help guide policymak-
ing.”5 This section addresses that goal by asking: After decades of experience, what is known
from and about research in the field? What is the relationship of those findings to policy?
And, what recommendations do answers to those questions imply?

Recent research indicates both a continuing trend to characterize what is known and an
emerging trend to examine the nature of existing research. Typically, this section of this an-
nual report would further detail research specifically related to the findings in its first and
third sections. However, those findings have remained unchanged over the years, consistent
with findings in the broader field: Both virtual schools and blended schools generally have
poor outcomes, and policymakers pay little or no attention to research findings—although
the Michigan Virtual Learning Research Institute (MVLRI) demonstrates the potential of
state research centers to have positive effects. Rather than repeat what has already been
said in these reports multiple times with only minor annual updates, the following discus-
sion moves instead to demonstrate contributions of this series to the literature base over
time. Final segments then explore the persistent lack of alignment among research, policy,
and practice. To explain the misalignment, the report moves on to detail first the influence
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of well-funded corporate and ideologically motivated promoters, and then weaknesses in
existing research. The conclusion includes recommendations stemming from the discussion.

Recent Research Trends

Recently, while researchers have continued asking what is known from existing research
about K-12 virtual and blended schooling, they have also begun asking more and more ques-
tions about characteristics of the existing literature base. More specifically, questions have
probed such topics as who has been doing the research, where it has been published, and
what can be learned from emerging patterns.

The second edition of the Handbook of Research on K-12 Online and Blended Learning
constitutes one notable effort to summarize credible findings.® It is organized around nine
guiding questions, asking what existing research had to say about each of several important
topics: background and historical markers contextualizing the field; learning in K-12 online
and blended environments; preparing and mentoring current and future teachers; similar-
ities and differences among content areas; preparing and mentoring support personnel; ef-
fective design for online and blended learning; new insights; global implementation; and
emerging issues in research, policy, and practice. In addition to those broad topics, intro-
ductory chapters include examination of the field’s history and current practice both in the
U.S and internationally, as well as a historical analysis of policy.” Also included are chapters
on the theory, methodologies, measurement instruments, and role of evaluation in driving
the research.®

Consistent with the theme of those introductory chapters, recent work has begun probing
characteristics of the research itself. For example, the journal Distance Education published
an analysis of 356 journal articles by 384 distinct authors from 1994 to 2016.9 The authors
found that almost 60% of the articles were authored or co-authored by the 20 most prolific
scholars; however, over 70% of the authors had published only a single article. Additionally,
although the Journal of Online Learning Research initiated publication only in 2015, it pub-
lished the largest percentage of articles analyzed (i.e., 7% of all articles reviewed and 41%
of those published 2015-2017). Of the 155 journals publishing articles, 102 published only
a single article on the topic of K-12 online learning. Taken together, these findings indicate
that research in the field of K-12 online learning has been largely characterized by authors
and journals with little to no experience with the field prior to or following the publication
of a single article.

Because that article’s authors made their data set publicly available, others have mined it
and made additional contributions to this line of inquiry. For example, a 2019 article pre-
sented an analysis of the first four years of the Journal of Online Learning Research.® They
found that it published a much higher proportion of articles focused on K-12 blended learn-
ing, in both special topic and regular issues. The authors also found the topics of teacher
preparation and professional development appeared overrepresented in the scholarship. Fi-
nally, the authors confirmed an overwhelming U.S. focus in both authorship and the studies’
geographic location.
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Another example of work growing out of the Distance Education article was published in
Online Education.™ Authors noted that while citation information was included for the in-
ventoried articles, several received little attention—52 received five or fewer citations, while
10 received none. The authors speculated that even though the sample included well-known
researchers and one-time authors, the articles may have attracted less scholarly attention
because of a relatively narrow focus, often on programs or published in outlets outside the
U.S.. Interestingly, the authors noted:

What we did not find were articles that were uninteresting, poorly researched, or
irrelevant. Many of the articles described and discussed programs that grappled
with and overcame some of the same challenges online learning still faces today:
issues of interaction, community, technology, management, etc.*?

This work suggests that whatever weaknesses there may be among authors and publications,
some relevant and credible research is escaping notice.

This brief summary of recent trends provides context for readers interested in how research
in the field has been evolving. In earlier NEPC series editions, this second section has also
typically included a review of research specific to topics in the first section (i.e., growth, de-
mographics, and performance of schools) and third section (i.e., key policy issues). Howev-
er, findings in those areas have been consistent over time: Both full-time virtual and blended
schools typically perform poorly in relation to brick-and-mortar schools; and, year after
year, state legislatures have been largely unwilling to pass bills strengthening oversight and
accountability.’® This year those findings appear yet again. Given this unchanging picture,
rather than yet again reviewing much of the same literature on those topics with some mi-
nor annual updates, an exploration of how these reports have contributed to the existing
research base over time seems a more productive overview.

A Decade of NEPC Research into Virtual
and Blended Schooling

The following segments survey the areas that have become the topics for Section I of this
annual report—growth, characteristics, and performance of full-time virtual education and
blended schools—and for Section III, policy governing those schools.

Research on Student Performance and Demographics

The first NEPC report on virtual schooling, titled Online K-12 Schooling in the U.S.: Uncer-
tain Private Ventures in Need of Public Regulation, was designed to examine the state of
K-12 online learning, broadly speaking. It included the topics of supporting research, influ-
ential forces, and regulatory issues. In the executive summary, the authors reported:

Over just the past decade, online learning at the K-12 level has grown from a
novelty to a movement . . . Little or no research is yet available on the outcomes
of such full-time virtual schooling. Partial or blended approaches to virtual edu-
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cation, however, have existed for some time and have been studied fairly exten-
sively ... and research has shown the virtual courses to produce test scores com-
parable to those from conventional, face-to-face courses. While such research is
useful, it tells us little about scaling up from isolated courses to full-time virtual
schooling . . . Moreover, the rapid growth of virtual schooling raises several im-
mediate, critical questions for legislators regarding matters such as cost, fund-
ing, and quality.

These issues, of course, continue to be concerns.

The following year, reports began focusing on full-time K-12 virtual schools, closely exam-
ining the education management organization (EMO) K12 Inc. (now Stride, Inc.).'s Still the
dominant for-profit provider today, even then K12 Inc. offered full-time online learning op-
portunities to more students than any other provider. In the report, the authors found that:
Students attending Ki12-operated schools were less likely to be a minority, receive free or
reduced lunch, be an English language learner, have a disability, or be characterized as at-
risk; while K12 Inc. schools received less funding than traditional public schools, they also
experienced many cost advantages; and K12 Inc. produced weaker student outcomes across
a range of performance measures.

In 2013, this series began consistently tracking the existence and the performance of full-
time, publicly funded K-12 virtual schools, describing policy issues and assessing supporting
research. From 2013-19, the authors consistently reported that students attending full-time
K-12 virtual schools were performing poorly relative to their brick-and-mortar counterparts
(see Table 2.1).

Table 2.1. Summary of NEPC Research Related to the Effectiveness of Virtual
Schools

NEPC

R Finding

2013 While 52% of brick-and-mortar district and charter schools met AYP, only 23.6% of
virtual schools did the same. *°

2014 “Virtual schools’ Adequate Yearly Progress results were 22 percentage points lower
than those of brick-and-mortar schools . . . The on-time graduation rate for full-time
virtual schools was close to half the national average: 43.8% and 78.6%, respective-
ly.”17

“Full-time virtual schools continued to lag significantly behind traditional brick-
and-mortar schools . . . The on-time graduation rate (or four-year graduation rate)
for full-time virtual schools was nearly half the national average: 43.0% and 78.6%,
respectively.”8

“Of the 121 virtual schools for which data were available, 22 (18.2%) had proficiency
rates above the state average; 82% had proficiency rates below state averages . . . The
on-time graduation rate (or four-year graduation rate) for full-time virtual schools
was half the national average: 40.6% for virtual schools and 81.0% for the nation as a
whole.”
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“[Only] 37.4 percent of full-time virtual schools received acceptable performance
ratings . . . The graduation rate of 43.4% in virtual schools [compared very poorly to a
national average of 82.3%].” 2°

“Virtual schools continued to underperform academically, . . . 36.4% of full-time vir-
tual schools received acceptable performance ratings. The graduation rate of 50.7% in
virtual schools . . . fell far short of the national average of 83%.”>

“Overall, 48.5% of full-time virtual schools were rated acceptable . . . the on-time
graduation rates for full-time virtual schools (50.1%) . . .fell far short of the national
average of 84%.”22

Echoing the past, Section I of this year’s report finds that for the 2019-20 school year, only
the percentage of acceptable ratings for virtual schools dropped from 48.5% to 42.8%.23
These findings of poor performance were consistent with the larger body of research into
student performance in full-time K-12 virtual schools (see Appendix II-A). In fact, some
scholars have even suggested that the reality for many students, particularly those in rural
areas, is that for families interested in school choice options, the only alternative to a failing
brick-and-mortar neighborhood school is a failing virtual charter school.2

The results of the research on performance is even more troubling when the demographics
of students enrolled in full-time K-12 virtual schools is considered (see Table 2.2).

Table 2.2. Summary of NEPC Research Related to the Proportion of Students
by Demography Enrolled in Virtual Schools Compared to the National Average

Demographic Characteristics
NEPC

Report . . . . Native  Pacific Mixed/2
White Black Hispanic Asian Am Islander or More

20139 I R bl
J

2o J J bl

FRL SpEd ELL

201527
201628
2017%

20183°

or 4

' higher proportion of students compared to national average

| lower proportion of students compared to national average
= approximate the same proportion of students compared to national average
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Essentially, full-time K-12 virtual schools have historically served a higher proportion of
White students and a lower proportion of minority students, significantly fewer students re-
ceiving free and reduced lunch, fewer English language learners, and fewer students with
disabilities (although the disabilities trend has shifted recently).

In 2016, blended schools were added to the project. Patterns for student performance have
been similar for full-time K-12 blended schools (see Table 2.3).

Table 2.3. Summary of NEPC Research Related to the Effectiveness of Full-Time
K-12 Blended Schools

NEPC

R— Finding

2016  “Blended schools tended to score even lower on performance measures than virtual
schools . . . [Only] five out of 22 independent blended schools (22.7%) had a higher per-
centage of students rated proficient than the state percentage. The on-time graduation
rate (or four-year graduation rate) for full-time blended schools was half the national
average: 37.4% for blended schools and 81.0% for the nation as a whole.”3?

“...72.7% acceptable ratings for blended schools . . . The graduation rate of 43.1% in
blended schools fell far short of the national average of 82.3%.”33

“...43.1% of blended schools received acceptable performance ratings . . . The gradu-
ation rate of 49.5% in blended schools fell far short of the national average of 83%.”34

“A total of 44.6% blended schools were rated acceptable. This is the first time in the last
two years that blended schools perform less than virtual schools . . . ”35

Similarly, this report’s first section finds that only 44.1% of blended schools were rated ac-
ceptable in 2019-2020.3° Unfortunately, there is not yet a larger body of research on blended
schools for comparison of these findings. One positive finding to emerge, however, is that
blended schools appear to be serving a more diverse range of students, especially Hispanic
students (see Table 2.4).

Table 2.4. Summary of NEPC Research Related to the Proportion of Students by
Demography Enrolled in Blended Schools Compared to the National Average

Demographic Characteristics
NEPC

BN White  Black |Hispanic Asian |S2uve = Pacfic | ‘Mixed/2 gy g pq  ELL
Am Islander or More

201637 U U ,ﬂ ,ﬂ
B | fi
201839 U — ﬂ ﬂ
IR 2 2 | fi

ﬂ higher proportion of students compared to national average
U lower proportion of students compared to national average
= approximate the same proportion of students compared to national average
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The fact that students in both full-time virtual and blended schools continue to perform
poorly is particularly disappointing in light of the fact that overall, those schools serve few-
er students typically classified as “at risk.”+

Research on Policy

Findings related to policy, the topic of the following section, are also dismally consistent:
Little or no meaningful regulation has been enacted over the last several years (see Table

2.5).

Table 2.5. Summary of NEPC Research Related to the Legislative Changes

NEPC

R Finding

2013 “Although there have been some recent legislative efforts to clarify expectations in
such areas as accountability and standards, states are struggling to establish account-
ability mechanisms appropriate for both guiding and auditing virtual schools—even
as they allow them to expand . . . A continuing challenge for states will be to reconcile
traditional funding mechanisms, governance structures, and accountability demands
with the unique organizational models and instructional methods found in virtual
schools.” 42

“. .. policymakers have been struggling to reconcile traditional funding structures,
governance and accountab ility systems, instructional quality, and staffing demands
with the unique organizational models and instructional methods of virtual school-
ing.”43

“Our analysis revealed that state legislatures have proposed bills that attempt to in-
crease oversight of virtual schools; however, we found little evidence to indicate that
legislative actions are being informed by the emerging research on virtual schools.”#+

“State legislatures continue to respond to challenges raised by virtual schooling, as
evidenced by proposed bills that attempt to increase oversight of virtual schools; how-
ever . . . fewer than 40% of proposed bills have been enacted.”

“Our analysis revealed a decrease in legislative activity in 2017 and 2018, yet state
legislatures have continued to propose bills similar to previous years that attempt to
increase oversight of virtual schools.”4®

The year’s report finds a continued decrease in legislative activity, with “little evidence to in-
dicate that emerging research is informing legislative action.”#” Sadly, the words “we found
little evidence to indicate that emerging research is informing legislative action” appear in
every report since 2015.

One area where policymakers have ignored a growing body of literature is funding. As previ-
ous reports have indicated, only virtual school operators themselves and ideologically sup-
portive advocacy organizations have insisted that virtual education is more costly than tra-
ditional brick-and-mortar schools.® Independent researchers have consistently found that
virtual schools are less costly than traditional brick-and-mortar schooling.4 In fact, several
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proponents of school choice initiatives have argued that online learning is more cost-effi-
cient,’° and others have argued the same for blended schools.5! Yet, there has still been little
or no legislative action to meaningfully address the issue of how virtual and blended schools
are funded, and for-profit corporate operators continue to earn healthy profits.>2 Even a his-
tory of scandals seems to have had little impact on legislative inaction.53

In General

The reality is that for the last 10 years, NEPC has produced research reports indicating
poor quality of education provided by full-time K-12 virtual schools, and more recently, by
blended schools. Report findings have continuously aligned with published research in the
broader field. Yet, over that time, state legislators have been largely unwilling to strength-
en oversight and accountability. Even when legislation has been proposed, legislators have
failed to enact it—even though some school choice advocates themselves have indicated con-
cern about the lack of accountability, potential overfunding, and staffing issues. 54 Critical
findings in these areas have been clear for some time, generating the critical question of why
the research—both that of NEPC and across the broader field—has had such minimal impact
on both practice and policy.

Issues Related to Minimal Research Impact on Policy

This segment examines influences on policymakers and weaknesses in existing research,
which both help explain why credible, independent research has not yet substantively shaped
legislation and practice.

Influence on Policymakers

As a part of the report Online Learning: What Every Parent Should Know, the Network for
Public Education wrote:

Online charter schools, the various governmental agencies and foundations that
support digital learning, and the for-profit education technology sector employ
an aggressive strategy to encourage popular support and ensure a favorable
regulatory environment. There are four main avenues that the for-profit cyber
charter companies use to expand and promote weak governmental oversight and
regulations: direct lobbying, donations directly to candidates and legislators,
involvement with and support of advocacy groups, and advertising.5s

Often the relationship among for-profit companies, member and policy organizations, lob-
byists, advocacy groups, and politicians can get quite messy (see Appendix II-B for a graphic
illustration of common interactions).

As noted in the first section of this report, for-profit EMOs accounted for 59.1% of the total
enrollment in full-time virtual schools and 25.3% of the total enrollment in blended schools.
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These corporations:

* donate money to organizations like the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC),
where their executives participate in and co-chair committees with elected politicians,
drafting model legislation for politicians to introduce in their states;

» «

donate money to “nonprofit,” “nonpartisan” associations, and policy centers that con-
duct research to support policies included in draft legislation produced by organiza-
tions like ALEC;

” <«

hire local, state, and national lobbyists to use research from the “nonprofit,” “nonpar-
tisan” associations, and policy centers to attempt to influence politicians to support
legislation drafted by organizations like ALEC;

donate money to create and support local and statewide parent and student advocacy
groups to establish grassroots campaigns that support their lobbying efforts, working
to persuade politicians to support legislation drafted by organizations like ALEC; and

donate money directly to the election and re-election campaigns of politicians likely
to support legislation drafted by organizations like ALEC, often after professional re-
lationships have been established through lobbying efforts or participation in ALEC
events.5°

Almost a decade ago, reporters at the Portland Press Herald examined over a thousand pag-
es of documents obtained through a public records request, allowing them to detail how the
generic model described above operated in Maine.5” Their “investigation found [that] large
portions of Maine’s digital education agenda are being guided behind the scenes by out-of-
state companies that stand to capitalize on the changes, especially the nation’s two largest
online education providers” (see Appendix II-C for a graphic illustration of the Maine pro-
cess).

The Maine situation is far from unique; many examples could be used to illustrate how cor-
porations and ideologically driven organizations join forces to influence K-12 virtual and
blended learning policy. In another example, the Michigan legislature in 2009 passed Pub-
lic Act 205, which lifted a ban on virtual charter schools and allowed two companies (i.e.,
Connections Academy and K12 Inc.) to each create one full-time virtual school. Enrollment
in each was limited to 400 students in the first year and an additional 1,000 students in
the second year. However, for each regular education student registered in year two, each
school was required to enroll one student from the state’s official list of dropouts. As a part
of the legislation, at the end of year two the state’s education department was to review each
school’s performance and adjust enrollment limits appropriately. Table 2.6 details student
performance on the Michigan Educational Assessment Program (MEAP) during those first
two years, 2010 and 2011. Figures below statewide averages are presented in red.
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Table 2.6. Summary of Performance for Michigan Connections Academy (CA)
and Michigan Virtual Academy (K12) on 2010 and 2011 MEAPs

K12 i Ki2 i
MEAP TR DESIE Statewide CA 2011 Statewide
2010 2010 2011 2011

Gr 3 — Math 44.0% 14.3% 35% 42.2% 26.3% 36%
Gr 3 — Reading 75.0% 66.7% 63% 64.4% 55.3% 62%
Gr 4 — Math 23.7% 40.0% 40% 37.8% 20.5% 40%
Gr 4 — Reading 71.0% 66.7% 64% 82.2% 56.4% 68%
Gr 4 — Writing 36.8% 48.4% 47% 37.8% 25.6% 45%
Gr 5 — Math 13.9% 32.0% 30% 33.3% 36.8% 40%
Gr 5 — Reading 72.2% 68.0% 65% 77.8% 60.5% 69%
Gr 5 — Science 8.3% 8.0% 17% 18.5% 19.4% 15%
Gr 6 — Math 18.9% 20.0% 36% 19.0% 22.0% 37%
Gr 6 — Reading 75.7% 66.7% 63% 83.3% 70.7% 67%
Gr 6 — Social Studies 21.6% 20.0% 28% 21.4% 26.2% 28%
Gr 7 — Math 34.6% 14.7% 36% 36.2% 34.4% 37%
Gr 7 — Reading 73.1% 47.1% 56% 59.6% 57.4% 60%
Gr 7 — Writing 50.0% 35.3% 48% 38.3% 34.4% 47%
Gr 8 — Math 18.8% 19.1% 29% - - 29%
Gr 8 — Reading 65.6% 66.7% 56% - - 61%
Gr 8 — Science 12.5% 9.6% 15% - - 16%

Gr 9 — Social Studies 34.7% - 33% 24.6% 29%

As indicated in the table, student performance at the Michigan’s Connections Academy was
lower than the statewide average in eight of 18 areas tested in 2010, and nine of 15 areas
tested in 2011. The Michigan Virtual Academy also had poor results, lower than the state
average in nine of 17 areas tested in 2010, and 13 of 15 areas tested in 2011. Nevertheless, in
the spring of 2011, only months before the mandated Department of Education review, the
legislature was persuaded to remove all meaningful restrictions. The state’s Senate Bill 619
removed the cap on the number of virtual charter schools in Michigan and limited enroll-
ment going forward for each virtual charter school to 2,500 students in the first year, 5,000
students in the second year and 10,000 students after the second year.

While Michigan offers another example of how influence operates, it also offers an illus-
tration of the potential research does have to influence policy and practice. In 2012 its leg-
islature directed the Michigan Virtual University to create the MVLRI, a state-supported
research center. As one of its duties, the institute was to “analyze the effectiveness of online
learning delivery models . . . [by] highlighting enrollment totals, completion rates, and the
overall impact on pupils.”s® In addition to this specific mandate, Section 98 of the State
School Aid Act also directs MVLRI to research ways to strengthen teaching in 19 discrete
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areas (see Appendix II=D). While it is debatable how well the MVLRI achieves each of these
mandates annually, the 19 discrete topics certainly represent a wide range of issues related
to how K-12 virtual and blended learning opportunities might be better designed, delivered,
supported, and regulated. Unfortunately, the fact that this institute exists and produces re-
search that could inform public policy does not guarantee that it will.

As one example, Michigan’s K-12 Virtual Learning Effectiveness Report for the 2012-13
school year indicated that enrollment in virtual learning had doubled over the prior two
years—an unsurprising development, given the removal of all meaningful enrollment restric-
tions. It also reported that full-time virtual charter schools had significantly higher rates of
student withdrawal and a slightly higher rate of student failure than students in brick-and-
mortar schools.? The following year, the report indicated students in virtual schools still
had a completion rate approximately 25% lower than that of students in traditional schools.
Interestingly, while full-time virtual charters and district-based supplemental programs
performed poorly, students attending the state-funded Michigan Virtual School performed
much better.®° Similarly, the 2014-15 K-12 Virtual Learning Effectiveness Report found
students in virtual schools and programs had a completion rate approximately 30% lower
than that of students in traditional schools, although again, the rate in the Michigan Virtual
School was more than 20% better.®* The two most recent reports also found disappointing
pass rates as well. In 2017-18, the pass rate for students in full-time district virtual schools
was 47%, while that for students enrolled in other virtual charters was 53%, well below the
79% pass rate for students in brick-and-mortar schools. Similarly, the 2018-19 report found
the pass rate for students in district virtual schools to be 51% and for students in virtual
charter schools 49%—again, far below the 76% for students in traditional schools.®?

Given that an independent body was required by law to report this consistently negative
data, legislators and policymakers might have been expected to take action to improve the
quality of education in full-time virtual charter schools and/or to extend the relative success
of the state’s own supplemental virtual program. Yet, the next section of this report, focused
on policy issues, indicates that none of the five bills introduced or passed in Michigan during
the 2019 and 2020 legislative sessions focused on meaningful regulation relative to the poor
performance of Michigan’s full-time virtual schools, or to any of the other 19 areas that
MVLRI must research.

It is evident that the mere existence of a state-funded research center cannot guarantee that
its work will shape policy. However, the work of MVLRI has nevertheless surely benefitted
practice of virtual and blended education in the state, especially during the time of pandem-
ic emergency remote learning. For example, MVLRI maintains Michigan’s Online Course
Catalogue that lists every online course available to students in the state and provides a
description of how the course is taught, which program/vendor offers it, its previous student
completion rates, and much more that schools can use when seeking supplemental or full-
time virtual offerings for students.® In addition, the Institute has developed research-based
guides to online learning for students, parents, school-based mentor teachers, online teach-
ers, school board officials, and administrators.® It has also provided a research-based tool
for school leaders to review online courses,% and Strategies for Online Success orientation
modules for students new to online learning.®® During the pandemic, MVLRI has provided
teachers with access to 17 webinars and over 200 courses for professional learning based
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on needs identified in its research,®” and it also created a series of resources and learning
opportunities specific to remote teaching.®® Finally, in 2020, MVLRI undertook a systematic
review of all the research it had produced since 2012 to generate thematic lessons learned
for both practitioners and policymakers.® So, although legislators and policymakers may
not have used MVLRI research to guide their work, teachers and school/district leaders have
received significant benefit from the Institute.

Issues in the Research

It would be easy to blame only legislators and policymakers for ignoring existing research.
But that would be intellectually dishonest, since researchers themselves are partly respon-
sible for the problem. Scholars have long complained about shortcomings in the work that
limit its practical application. For example, 15 years ago one scholar argued that one reason
for weak research could be “placed on the doorstep of the research community for a lack of
theoretical rationale.”” Nearly a decade after online learning first expanded, scholars were
noting a lack of rigor, with much being research produced by ideological think tanks or
found in unpublished graduate theses and dissertations.” At the time, some thought the ex-
isting work constituted foundational descriptive work that often precedes experimentation
in any field.”>? However, in 2015 other researchers noted that the criticism remained valid.”

Over the past four years, Farhad (Fred) Saba’s critique of the field of distance education has
informed a line of inquiry into the state of research into K-12 online and blended learning.”#
In his work, Saba identifies confusing terminology, a lack of historical perspective, absence
of construct validity, and a focus on discrete elements rather than systemic relationships
as characteristic of research in the field.”s In addition, the field is characterized by Ameri-
can-centrism.”® I discuss each of these limitations below.

Confusing Terminology

Over the years, researchers have used a variety of terms to describe education provided
wholly or partly online. Some have used terms interchangeably, while others have used mul-
tiple terms for the same context. Generally, academics have used “K-12 online learning” to
refer to the overall field, “virtual schooling” to refer to supplemental forms of K-12 online
learning (with students taking one or more courses online while enrolled in a brick-and-
mortar school), and “cyber schooling” to refer to full-time forms of K-12 online learning.””
However, the International Association for K-12 Online Learning (now the Aurora Institute,
but referred to in this report by the better known acronym iNACOL), the main professional
association for K-12 online and blended practitioners, defines online learning as “education
in which instruction and content are delivered primarily over the Internet,” which iNACOL
instructs can be used interchangeably with virtual learning, cyber learning, e-learning, vir-
tual school, eSchool, and online school.” Such conflated terminology means that research-
ers cannot compare the results among studies because they simply do not know if the same
thing is being compared. As a result, important literature may not be recognized, frustrating
efforts to build a field based on what is already known.
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Recently, the problem has grown as the COVID-19 pandemic forced schools to rapidly tran-
sition to at-home learning. The academic community has generally termed this transition
during March and April of 2020 as “emergency remote teaching.”

In contrast to experiences that are planned from the beginning and designed to
be online, emergency remote teaching is a temporary shift of instructional de-
livery to an alternate delivery mode due to crisis circumstances. It involves the
use of fully remote teaching solutions for instruction or education that would
otherwise be delivered face-to-face or as blended or hybrid courses and that will
return to that format once the crisis or emergency has abated. The primary ob-
jective in these circumstances is not to re-create a robust educational ecosystem
but rather to provide temporary access to instruction and instructional supports
in a manner that is quick to set up and is reliably available during an emergency
or crisis.”

Teachers and schools, legislators and policymakers, and the general media, however, have
used a variety of terms to describe newly organized virtual schooling, which has persisted in
many places into the 2020-21 school year.

The failure to recognize that much recent K-12 online learning was always intended to be
temporary has led to still more confusion about what is known. For example, since January
2020 an Education Week series has offered research syntheses intended to be useful to prac-
titioners and policymakers.®° One article begins, “The times have dictated school closings
and the rapid expansion of online education. Can online lessons replace in-school time?” &
While pandemic conditions are noted as the prompt of the article, the research overviewed
was not specific to the temporary context. Instead, it drew on research on various other
configurations, including: a teacherless, database-driven online credit recovery program;
full-time virtual charter schools; a variety of online credit recovery programs with multiple
delivery models, including teacher-led vs. teacherless, summer school vs. regular school
year, public vs. for profit EMO, and so on. Only one of the articles surveyed examined any
context similar to the home-based experience during the pandemic, that of full-time virtual
charter schools. However, even that was a statewide study asking how effective well-estab-
lished, primarily for-profit virtual schools had been—hardly comparable to a local school
district creating an entirely new full-time online program in a matter of days.

Unlike online learning, more easily identified by geographical separation between student
and teacher, blended learning is even harder to define.®? The definition from iNACOL is:

any time a student learns at least in part at a supervised brick-and-mortar lo-
cation away from home and at least in part through online delivery with some
element of student control over time, place, path, and/or pace; often used syn-
onymously with hybrid learning.83

However, this seemingly straightforward definition has often been confounded by “the dy-
namic and evolving conception of blended learning.”® For example, consider the variety of
terms in the Christensen Institute’s taxonomy (see Figure 2.3).
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Figure 2.3. Taxonomy of Blended Learning?>
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In particular, this model means that “flipped classroom model” research is often not labelled
as blended learning, and “enriched virtual model” could be conflated with virtual learning.

Again, the pandemic has introduced another confounding factor in terminology. Many for-
mal definitions—such as the one offered by iNACOL—have suggested that blended learning
and hybrid learning are synonyms, but during the pandemic many schools adopted a hybrid
model of learning similar to the one illustrated in Figure 2.4.

Figure 2.4. Hybrid Learning Model for Flexible Learning During the
Pandemic3?¢
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In this hybrid model, students are either engaged in in-person learning or in distance learn-
ing—but they have no control over time, place, path, and/or pace, as stipulated in the iN-
ACOL definition. Yet, blended and hybrid are also thought to be interchangeable terms. In
still other models, some students are in the classroom (i.e., “roomies”), while others are
at home (“i.e., “Zoomies”), and the teacher is in the classroom offering live instruction to
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both groups, with lessons being synchronously streamed to the remote students—sometimes
called concurrent teaching or co-seating. Figure 2.5 summarizes some of the overlap and
inconsistency in the descriptions of the different modalities.

Figure 2.5. Merging Modality Models?%”
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HyFlex X*

Multi-Access XN

Blended X*
Synchronous
(Synchronous
Hybrid)
Note: Asterisk (*) designates where learners have the option to swap between modes. Caret (#)

designates where modality or access options exist for learners and may provide options to swap
between modes but are dependent on design.

There have even been recent attempts within the literature to synthesize synchronous and
asynchronous modalities (see Figure 2.6).

Figure 2.6. Conceptual Model for Bichronous Online Learning?®
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As one researcher summarized, “what used to be a simple binary of face-to-face or online has
now become so extremely complex that our ability to understand each other is impaired.”
The profusion of contested and conflated terms means it is exceedingly difficult for research-
ers to make meaningful comparisons among different types of contexts and to build a solid,
readily accessible literature base. Even worse, practitioners and policymakers are stymied
in their efforts to understand what is being found and to use new knowledge to guide their
work.

Lack of Historical Perspective

The lack of historical perspective is not a new problem. For example, in the preface to the
first edition of the Handbook of Research on K-12 Online and Blended Learning, the editors
wrote that “although most of the people doing work in the area knew each other (and even
occasionally worked together), many new to the field thought that they were discovering
K-12 online and blended instruction for the first time.”*° This is an especially concerning
issue because so many publishing scholars are new to the field and so much research is
published in obscure outlets, as discussed above. Combined with confusing terminology,
fragmentation in authors and publications further erodes researchers’ ability to situate their
own work within the field’s origin and conceptual growth. Additionally, practitioners and

policymakers turning to ahistorical research may develop a skewed understanding of the
field.

As one example, the COVID-19 pandemic is not the first time emergency school closings
have has prompted technological innovation in education. During the Spanish flu outbreak
in 1918-19, students in Long Beach used the telephone to continue learning as schools closed.
Because telephone technology was only 40 years old at the time, “the fact that California stu-
dents were using it as an educational device was so novel that it made the papers.”* Histor-
ically, school leaders confronted with such emergencies have repeatedly turned to the most
popular technology in use at the time. The reliance on new technology, however, means that
useful technological strategies refined through experience are typically ignored.

A prime example of a well-developed, successful distance learning strategy is correspon-
dence: paper packets of educational materials mailed to students for use at home. In 2009,
after HiN1 influenza forced nearly 750 schools to close, affecting nearly half a million stu-
dents, researchers looking to history for lessons found that during the Spanish flu pandemic,
the Los Angeles district created correspondence modules to allow students to continue their
education at home, as well as to provide teachers with professional learning opportunities.
Scholars citing the event in a 2020 article noted that “Los Angeles offers an interesting mod-
el for contemporary schools interested in creating Internet-ready study materials or valu-
able professional activities for instructors in the advent of school closure.” 92 Recently, the
Los Angeles district leaders innovated again by turning to an older technology for distance
learning: television. Even before any schools were closed in March, 2020, the Los Angeles
Unified School district announced a plan with a Southern California Public Broadcasting
System station to draw educational programming from its library for daily broadcast, pro-
viding instruction for students throughout the school day.’
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While some jurisdictions struggled with getting devices into the hands of students and/or
the ability of students to connect devices to the internet, a few used the lessons—and tools—
of the past to overcome obstacles. However, when research routinely fails to highlight useful
lessons from the past, policymakers are left to focus solely upon new, shiny technology and
to hope that one day research catches up.

Absence of Construct Validity

Essentially, construct validity is how well something measures what it is designed to mea-
sure. To date, efforts have been made to validate only three measurement tools in the field of
K-12 online and blended learning: the Educational Success Prediction Instrument; the Pa-
rental Involvement Mechanisms Model Instrument; and the K-12 Blended Teaching Read-
iness Instrument.’* Because validated instruments are the building blocks for models—and
eventually conceptual and theoretical frameworks—the lack of validated instruments useful
to the field has inhibited development of theory.

Some researchers have made limited use of theories from other fields,% but “theoretical
work takes place against a background of disciplinary assumptions that may not be evident
to those seeking to import a theory.”*® For example, theories from the broader field of dis-
tance, online, and blended learning are often based on adult learners, who are very differ-
ent from adolescents and children in their orientation to learning. This lack of explanatory
models and theories is crucial, because they are central to the creation of new knowledge.
In addition, they often provide a common language and focus for specific scholarly commu-
nities.%”

Lacking validated instruments, then, research in the field of K-12 online and blended learn-
ing has been largely atheoretical, problematic because “we must make sure that what is
passing as good theory includes a plausible, cogent explanation for why we should expect
certain relationships in our data.”®® Theory helps advance a field as it “seeks to achieve
progress in solving problems . . . [and should] be developed to uniquely fit the needs of the
field and [should] be particularly adept at attending to the concerns of . . . practitioners and
scholars.”®® To date, the only theory development relative to this field has been the Academic
Communities of Engagement (ACE) framework.!°°

Unsurprisingly, vendors have stepped into this void to play a significant role in driving
adoption of their tools and pedagogies. Even as corporations confidently promote internal
research on their products, however, their practice shows little regard for the reliability,
validity, or independence of their work.'* Experience with corporate-produced curriculum
argues persuasively that any measurement tools they produce should be viewed with heavy
skepticism.

NEPC researchers have long expressed concerns about the role of corporate vendors in the
K-12 classroom. A decade ago, for example, a report on school commercialism for the 2010-
11 school year included a discussion of both Shell Oil Company’s “Energize Your Future”
curriculum that portrayed the company as a leader in alternative technologies, and the
American Coal Foundation’s “The United States of Energy” fourth-grade curriculum that
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emphasized several states’ use and production of coal. °2 In each case, corporate image and
interests were prioritized over facts. Eventually, a coalition of advocacy groups succeeded
in pressuring Scholastic to stop publishing the latter and to vow to pull back generally from
publishing corporate-sponsored materials.

While the benefits of coal may seem like an extreme example, the adoption of vendor-creat-
ed curriculum prior to and during the pandemic has included equally questionable content.
For example, activists posted the following bits of online curriculum from vendor Acellus.

One lesson . . . depicted one animal character asking a pig in make-up why she’s
called “sweetie lips,” to which the pig blushed and replied, “Don’t ask. We’re not
even going there.”

Another lesson asked students, “Osama Bin Laden was the leader of what terror-
ist group?” One of the multiple-choice answers was “Towelban.” Another lesson
describing Harriet Tubman’s escape from slavery was illustrated with an image
of a masked bank robber.°3

...afirst-grade language arts video lesson . . . shows an Acellus instructor teach-
ing about the letter “G.” As she pulls something from the box in front of her, she
says, “Watch out! Ooh, it’s a gun,” and removes a silver toy gun.'°4

The Hawaii Department of Education had used this curriculum for over a decade, exposing
thousands of students to this kind of content, before any objections were raised.'*s In fact,
it wasn’t until many school districts adopted the Acellus online curriculum as a response to
teachers’ need for online content during the pandemic that these examples were exposed.
Many districts stopped using the curriculum following the revelations.°¢

Given that policymakers typically turn to whatever materials or tools are most readily avail-
able, the lack of validated measurement instruments in the field that so badly needs them
is a critical concern. Commercial vendors, who have consistently proven themselves to pro-
duce only self-interested educational materials, will be only too happy to fill the void—likely
making matters worse if researchers turn to them instead of developing valid instruments
themselves.

The Need for a Systems View

In what may be the most developed aspect of his broader critique of the field of distance
education, Saba argues that research in the field has too often focused on the discrete com-
ponents of design, delivery, and support efforts. Instead, Saba has consistently argued that
scholars should work to help develop a more comprehensive or systems view of understand-
ing the field.’*” From his perspective, the more a system is broken down into parts, the less is
understood about interactions within the whole. Further, when researchers dismiss the big
picture, they can develop a kind of monovision, and the individual research fragments they
produce can be combined in oppositional ways. And this does appear to be happening; most
current research investigates discrete components of design, delivery, and support efforts.
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One example of the focus on discrete elements is how iNACOL distinguishes between on-
line learning and blended learning—and promotes a personal learning approach assessed
through a competency-based education model that uses blended learning pedagogies.°® The
lack of historical perspective described above also promotes monovision, with K-12 online
learning researchers ignoring past, successful distance education strategies such as corre-
spondence and instructional radio and television. Also ignored is the wealth of research into
various forms of technology integration.

In contrast, in designing the ACE Framework, scholars worked toward describing how a
K-12 student engages in an online or blended course by exploring the interplay among the
student’s ability and the affective, behavioral, and cognitive supports provided by both the
course and the larger community.**® That is, they worked to build an understanding of the
student within the education system in its entirety. Unfortunately, research into the discrete
elements has been and continues to be the dominant focus of research in the field to date.

The lack of coherence generated by alternative approaches has not only hampered the
amount and quality of research in the field, it has also confused or misdirected those want-
ing to use it. For example, teacher preparation is based on accepted, research-supported
systems. However, together they produce real-world efforts lacking in overall coherence.
Asked about motivation, teacher educators would confidently point to the theories of Albert
Bandura; asked about instructional design, they would likely refer to Gagné’s nine events of
instruction. In recent years, SAMR (substitution-augmentation-modification-redefinition)
has become the accepted model for helping teachers infuse technology into instruction.
These common examples of theories, frameworks, and models are well supported by re-
search. Divergent approaches in the research have limited K-12 online and blended learning
scholars’ ability to undertake the kind of systems thinking evident in the ACE Framework,
and these broader education examples.

In fact, so fragmented has the research become that teacher preparation programs cannot
even determine what future teachers who may be working in an online or blended environ-
ment should be exposed to. A 2011 survey of teacher preparation programs found that only
1.3% of the 522 responding universities indicated any focus on virtual learning;'° in 2016,
the percentage for 363 respondents to the same survey rose to only 4.1%."* Despite the fact
that teacher preparation programs have had an emphasis on technology integration for de-
cades, typically focusing on online tools and curriculum, both studies found fewer than 5%
of the teacher education programs surveyed reported having any content specifically de-
signed to prepare teachers for work in K-12 online and blended environments.

One reason is that the vast majority of such programs include a stand-alone course for tech-
nology integration,*? rather than integrating or infusing instruction throughout the program
(as is recommended by the U.S. Department of Education'3)—making the topic a discrete
element of a fragmented program rather than part of a unified system of instruction. Under
normal circumstances, when only approximately two million K-12 students engage in sup-
plemental online learning and an estimated 400,000 K-12 students are enrolled in full-time
online learning schools, the lack of preparation affected only a small minority of teachers.
However, with the pandemic and the near complete closure of K-12 schools in March 2020,
the reality that most teachers were unprepared to facilitate online learning became a prob-
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lem for the entire K-12 system." Ignoring that the whole is indeed greater than the sum of
its parts has done much to minimize coherent research useful to those seeking guidance.

American-Centrism

The vast majority of scholarship in the field focuses primarily on the U.S. (and, to a lesser
extent, North America), even though much K-12 online and blended learning is happening
outside it."'5 Evidence includes the analysis of articles in the Journal of Online Learning
Research discussed earlier, which reported five articles either with no specific geographic
focus or for which location could not be determined; however, 91% of all articles with a
geographical focus were reporting on the U.S.*® Following publication of the analysis, the
journal’s editors acknowledged that they viewed the “finding as an opportunity to better
focus on international research and launched the international section in the last issue.”"”
Nevertheless, since the editors made this statement, only a single article has had an interna-
tional focus.'® There is no intention here to single out the Journal of Online Learning Re-
search. As also noted above, researchers who compiled the data set allowing for this analysis
themselves concluded one of the reasons some articles received few citations was that they
focused on programs or were published in outlets outside of the U.S.""? Further, an earlier
analysis of articles published in the American Journal of Distance Education (U.S.), Dis-
tance Education (Australia), the Journal of Distance Education (Canada), and the Journal
of Distance Learning (New Zealand) from 2006 to 2010 reported that over half of the 24
articles published in these journals focused on the U.S. as well.*?° This limitation has been
both consistent and pervasive.

Again, such restricted vision limited responses to school closings during Spring 2020, with
media widely questioning schools’ and educators’ preparedness to shift to a full-time on-
line environment: “How prepared are teachers, parents for remote learning?” or “We just
weren’t prepared’: Knox County Schools superintendent on coronavirus shutdown” or “New
York’s Andrew Cuomo asked why the country wasn’t ready for a mass shift to online edu-
cation.”?' Such concerns continued into the fall as schools began to reopen for the 2020-21
school year, asking similar question like, “As districts return to remote learning, are they
any better prepared?”22 Over the past decade, many have called for online learning as a
remedy for short-term closures like snow days.?3s Why weren’t U.S. schools better prepared
to react to the pandemic?

It is likely that at least part of the answer to that question is that since U.S. researchers were
pursuing their own fragmented, U.S.-centric agenda, they failed to take much notice of ac-
tivities in other countries—some of which had been preparing for emergency situations as
early as 2010.

In Singapore online and blended learning was so pervasive that teaching in on-
line and virtual environments was a required course in their teacher education
programs and schools are annually closed for week-long periods to prepare the
K-12 system for pandemic or natural disaster forced closures.'>4

Similarly, a 2011 report from iNACOL detailed how a number of private schools in Bolivia
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developed virtual classrooms and trained teachers for that environment following high ab-
senteeism during the HiN1 influenza pandemic of 2009.125 The same report noted the public
school systems in places like Hong Kong and Singapore had followed a similar trend. Per-
haps Hong Kong was the first to identify the need when schools closed due to the SARS out-
break in 2003 and emergency remote learning was implemented.'?® Afterward, schools be-
gan planning for a more formal use of online learning for future disruptions. When the HiN1
outbreak in 2008 closed schools, online learning provided continuity for some 560,000
students.’?” Similarly, scholars at the University of Canterbury in Christchurch, New Zea-
land described how remote learning was used in “the immediate post-earthquake challenges
of redesigning courses using different blends of face-to-face and online activities to meet
the needs of on-campus, regional campus, and distance pre-service teacher education stu-
dents.”28

This is not to suggest that jurisdictions like Singapore, Bolivia, Hong Kong, or New Zealand
are geographically or educationally similar to the U.S. However, each illustration demon-
strates how a pandemic or natural disaster led policymakers to examine their education
systems, along with the opportunities and limitations of their geography, to develop and ex-
ecute a plan for future short-term and long-term disruptions. Historically, policymakers in
the U.S. have been fond of adopting educational policy shown to be successful in internation-
al jurisdictions. Had more attention been paid to virtual and blended learning experience
outside the U.S., as well as to earlier experiences within it, practitioners and policymakers
might have developed initiative and strategies for their own education disaster planning.

Summary and Recommendations

Research from NEPC has aligned with literature in the broader field of K-12 online and
blended learning by consistently finding that students in both virtual and blended schools
generally underperform their counterparts in brick-and-mortar schools, even as those
schools serve fewer at-risk students than traditional schools.

Virtual and blended education have nevertheless continued to grow, outpacing the availabil-
ity of useful research. However, even in areas where the literature has provided guidance,
legislators and policymakers have consistently failed to act to impose additional oversight
and accountability—even as the MVLRI made good data and useful information available to
practitioners and leaders, concretely demonstrating the potential for research to help shape
good practice.

Both the available literature and investigative journalism have demonstrated that a main
reason legislators and policymakers ignore the research is that corporations and ideological-
ly driven individuals and organizations wield significant influence by generously funding se-
lect activities and persons. It would be dishonest, however, to say that these advocates were
solely to blame. Recent scholarship has indicated that research into K-12 online and blended
learning is still immature; researchers have not yet been able to build a credible base to
provide practitioners with a solid body of strategies to adopt. The confusion, fragmentation,
incoherence, and limited vision in the research base allows professional associations and
nonpartisan organizations to choose selectively among often oppositional alternatives, al-

http://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/virtual-schools-annual-2021 23 of 40




lowing policymakers to ignore research that doesn’t support their own beliefs. In addition,
the lack of a credible research base exacerbated difficulties when the COVID-19 pandemic
forced abrupt school closings and rapid shift to online instruction in 2020.

Given these factors, it is recommended that:

* State and federal legislators create goals for a comprehensive research program de-
signed to help develop policy for, and improve practice in, virtual and blended schools.

State and federal legislators either create new independent entities, or support exist-
ing ones, charged with undertaking long-term research programs to evaluate virtual
and blended schools.

Researchers in the field design future efforts with a focused effort to avoid known lim-
itations in existing literature.
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