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Virtual Education: Not Yet Ready for Prime Time? 
 

Michael K. Barbour, Sacred Heart University 
 

Abstract 
 
The field of K–12 online and blended learning is varied and growing. Regardless of whether a student is enrolled in 
a brick-and-mortar school and taking one or two courses online, or if they are completing all of their education from 
a cyber school, more and more students are enrolled in online and blended learning opportunities each school year. 
Over the past decade, there have been successive legislative and regulatory changes in jurisdiction after jurisdiction 
designed to encourage this growth in K–12 online and blended learning. Many of these changes have been spurred 
by proponent claims that K–12 online and blended learning will revolutionize education by allowing students to 
personalize or customize their education, which they also believe provides a more meaningful, higher quality learn-
ing experience. However, expansion of K–12 online and blended learning options continues to outpace the availabil-
ity of useful research on the efficacy of this method. This chapter examines the current state of research into K–12 
online and blended learning, and how much of this enthusiasm from proponents and their legislative allies often runs 
contrary to what is actually known from the existing but limited research base. 
 

Introduction 

The field of K-12 online learning is a varied and growing field – both in the United States 
and internationally.1  In some instances this means a student that is enrolled in a brick-and-
mortar school, who is taking one or more course from a supplemental virtual school.  The most 
current data indicates that there are approximately 740,000 course enrollments in 2013-14 state 
virtual schools,2 but this does not include district-based and consortium operated supplemental 
programs.  In other cases this means a student that is not enrolled in a brick-and-mortar school, 
but instead takes their entire course load from a full-time cyber school (both from charter schools 
and traditional public schools).  Again, the most current data indicates that there are approxi-
mately 315,000 students enrolled in full-time cyber schools in 2013-14, which represents a 
growth of 6.2% from the previous school year.3  There is also a growing constituency of students 
that are exposed to blended learning within the traditional public school environment or in spe-
cialized blended learning schools (often in a charter school environment).  In both the full-time 
cyber schools and the blended learning schools, it is not only quite common for these schools to 
be directly or indirectly managed by for-profit, corporate educational management organizations 
(EMOs).  In fact, the majority of full-time cyber school students attend corporate-run charter 
schools. 
 

Overall, the field of K-12 online and blended learning has seen significant growth.  Ap-
proximately 15 years ago, Clark estimated that there were between 40,000 and 50,000 students 
enrolled in one or more distance education courses in the U.S..4  More recent estimates indicate 
that there are between two to six million U.S. K-12 students are engaged in some form of online 
or blended learning.5  One of the reasons for this growth is the claim by proponents that K-12 
online learning will revolutionize education.6  Proponents further argued that the use of K-12 
online and blended learning allow students to personalize or customize their education, which 
they also believe provides a more meaningful, higher quality learning experience.7 
 



 

 

Unfortunately, there has been a lack of research to guide this practice and growth.  In her 
review of the K-12 distance education literature, Kerry Rice wrote: 
 

“A paucity of research exists when examining high school students enrolled in virtual 
schools, and the research base is smaller still when the population of students is further 
narrowed to the elementary grades.”8   

 
A number of scholars have documented the absence of “rigorous reviews” of virtual schools. 9  
Cavanaugh, Barbour, and Clark explained this state of affairs, writing that: 
 

in many ways, this [was] indicative of the foundational descriptive work that often pre-
cedes experimentation in any scientific field. In other words, it is important to know how 
students in virtual school engage in their learning in this environment prior to conducting 
any rigorous examination of virtual schooling. 10 

 
We can ask “How long must we wait?” K-12 online learning began around 1991. 11  Further, the 
first cyber charter school began around 1994. 12  Finally, the first supplemental online learning 
programs also began in the mid-1990s,13 and proliferated considerable throughout the early 
2000s.14 
 

While the amount of published research continues to increase, and the variety of research 
questions continues to broaden, much of the research into virtual schooling continues to be de-
scriptive or exploratory.15 While such research has potential to impact the practice of virtual 
schooling, often it applies only in limited contexts. There continues to be too little reliable  re-
search available to guide practitioners and policymakers. Simply put, nine years after Rice’s ini-
tial assessment, the overall state of research into K-12 online learning has not changed that 
much.16  While there has been some improvement in what is known about supplemental K-12 
online learning, there continues to be a lack of reliable and valid evidence to guide the practice of 
full-time K-12 online learning.  Yet it is full-time K-12 online learning that has seen the greatest 
growth in recent years.17  It is past time that K-12 online learning policy, be driven by what is 
actually known based on the available research. 
 

With this exponential explosion in the use of K-12 online learning, and the high costs to 
schools and society, it is vital that we look at what the research tells us.  First and foremost is 
whether K-12 online learning results in effective learning.  In this chapter I will begin with ex-
amining the literature, and in particular the research, into student performance in the K-12 online 
learning environment.  This examination will focus on the nature of K-12 online learning pro-
grams represented within the literature, as well as the nature of students often included in the 
samples that are used.  These factors often tell a very different story than the one presented by 
proponents of K-12 online and blended learning.  I will then discuss the how K-12 online learn-
ing programs are evaluated, as accountability applies to virtual and cyber schools and any public 
expenditure.  Then I proceed to examine the state of research into the practice of K-12 online 
learning, specifically what we know about the effective design, delivery, and support of K-12 
online learning opportunities.  This transitions into a discussion of the evaluation of teacher 
preparation programs, which is a rich and vibrant area at this time, and looking at the state of 



 

 

program evaluation and pedagogical training for K-12 online and blended learning teachers.  
Finally, I describe the current state of teacher licensure with respect to K-12 online learning. 

 
Research on K-12 Online Learning Student Performance 

In their 2009 report summarizing the research into the effectiveness of K-12 online learn-
ing, the International Association for K-12 Online Learning (iNACOL) concluded, “the prelimi-
nary research shows promise for online learning as an effective alternative for improving student 
performance across diverse groups of students.”18  However, as Larry Cuban outlined in Virtual 
Schools in the U.S. 2013, this claim that online learning is as effective as face-to-face instruction 
is comprised of “weak studies that offer little compelling evidence of enhanced student achieve-
ment.”19  Cuban’s assessment is validated when these studies are carefully examined. 

 
To date, the vast majority of academic research examining K-12 online learning has fo-

cused on the supplemental environment.20  This is problematic for a number of reasons.  The 
biggest problem – beyond the methodological issues that Cuban raised in the 2013 report – is the 
fact that when the majority of these studies were conducted the population of students enrolled in 
supplemental K-12 online learning opportunities was a highly selective group of students.21  One 
of the best descriptions of the nature of these supplemental K-12 online learners was by Haughey 
and Muirhead. 

 
Students who do well in online programs are motivated to learn.  They are self-directed 
and self-disciplined.  They are not disenchanted with school….  Successful online stu-
dents are at their grade level. They read and write well….  Online students need to be in-
dependent learners.  They should be curious and able to ask for help…  An interest in 
technology and good computer skills.22 

 
This description is certainly not representative of the average K-12 student, and also not repre-
sentative of many K-12 online learners.  Yet it is representative of the nature of students included 
in the majority of research that has found K-12 online learning to be as effective as face-to-face 
instruction. 
 

Rice concluded quite accurately when she wrote “that the effectiveness of distance educa-
tion appears to have more to do with who is teaching, who is learning, and how that learning is 
accomplished, and less to do with the medium” (emphasis added).23 Clearly there is a deficit in 
the performance of virtual school students when a full range of students are included in the 
online cohort, as can be seen from the results of the research literature on student performance in 
full-time virtual schooling. 

 
While there is little peer-reviewed research into the effectiveness of full-time K-12 online 

learning, there is a growing body of literature from state governments, policy think tanks, and 
investigative journalists.  For example, the Colorado Department of Education found that full-
time “online student scores in math, reading, and writing have been lower than scores for stu-
dents statewide over the last three years.”24  Five years later, an iNews Network investigation 
found that full-time “online student scores on statewide achievement tests are consistently 14 to 



 

 

26 percentage points below state averages for reading, writing and math over the past four 
years.”25  Colorado is not an isolated example. 

 
In Wisconsin, a state audit found mixed performance when comparing full-time online 

students with their brick-and-mortar counterparts.  Online charter school students had higher 
median scores in reading, but lower median scores in math.26  Another legislative audit in Min-
nesota found similar mixed results.  Online charter school students performed at approximately 
the same level in reading as compared to brick and mortar students, but a much smaller percent-
age of full-time online students scored proficient in math compared to brick-and-mortar counter-
parts.27  Further, the audit found that 25% of online charter school seniors dropped out of school, 
compared to a statewide average of only 3%.  Investigative journalists reported similar findings 
in Arizona that found the largest online charter schools (representing 90% of the full-time online 
students in the state) all had lower levels of performance in mathematics and only two had per-
formance levels in reading above the statewide average.28  Further, all of the online charter 
schools had lower graduation rates than the state average.  Issues related to poor student perfor-
mance even prompted a class action lawsuit by shareholders against one for-profit, online charter 
provider for inflating student results.29 

 
An eight state study of charter school performance by the RAND Corporation in eight 

states included an analysis of virtual charter schools in Ohio. The authors found that online char-
ter school students experienced significantly lower achievement gains compared to brick-and-
mortar charter schools in the state.30  Ohio also represents an interesting example of the potential 
bias that may be present in “research” produced by policy think tanks.  While the RAND Corpo-
ration study concluded that students attending charter schools in the eight states achieved similar 
gains as students in traditional public schools, the authors’ findings concerning online charter 
schools were quite negative.  However, that same year the Ohio Alliance for Public Charter 
Schools – an “organization dedicated to the enhancement and sustainability of quality charter 
schools”31 – found that online charter schools “rank higher when looking at their ‘value-added’ 
progress over one year rather than simply measuring their one-time testing performance.”32  In-
terestingly, two years later Innovation Ohio – a self-described progressive think tank – compared 
the performance of Ohio’s online charter schools to their brick-and-mortar counterparts.33  The 
authors found that only three of the state’s 23 online charters were rated effective or better on the 
state report card, compared to more than 75% of the brick-and-mortar schools.  Further, the au-
thors reported that "nearly 97 percent of Ohio's traditional school districts have a higher score 
than the average score of the seven statewide” online charter schools (p. 4).  Finally, online char-
ter schools in Ohio also underperformed brick-and-mortar schools in graduation rates. 

 
While this is an example of the potential skewing of data that often occurs when policy 

think tanks, who often have a vested interest, report the results of their “research,” it is also a 
good illustration of how proponents of online charter schooling often attempt to confound 
measures of student performance used to highlight their gains.  The use of value-added perfor-
mance data by the Ohio Alliance for Public Charter Schools is an example of this confounding of 
measures.  In another example, Miron and Urschel reported that in their examination of K12, Inc. 
online charter schools “all of the diverse measures we reviewed indicated a consistent pattern of 
weak performance.”34  The authors made this conclusion based on annual yearly progress data, 
which they described as the only consistent measure that the authors were able to use to compare 



 

 

the performance of K12, Inc. schools to traditional brick-and-mortar schools.  In response, Jeff 
Kwitowski (K12, Inc. Vice President of Public Affairs) wrote: 

 
AYP is not a reliable measure of school performance….  There is an emerging consensus 
to scrap AYP and replace it with a better system that measures academic progress and 
growth.  K12 has been measuring student academic growth on behalf of its partner 
schools, and the results are strong with academic gains above the national average.”35 

 
The strong academic gains Kwitowski references are available in K12® Virtual Academies Aca-
demic Performance Trends and 2013 K12® Academic Report.36  However, if you examine the 
data from Colorado – one of the states that factors performance growth in its state reporting sys-
tem, the Colorado Virtual Academy (i.e., the K12, Inc. online school) was found to have made 
adequate growth in only one of four areas within the middle school and high school levels, and in 
none of the four areas at the elementary school level.37 
 

In Pennsylvania, the Center for Research on Education Outcomes compared that state’s 
charter school learning gains on state standardized math and reading achievement test scores to 
that of comparable students in “feeder schools” or the brick-and-mortar schools from which the 
charter school students transferred.38  When examining the full-time online charter schools, the 
authors found that 100% of these online charter schools performed significantly worse than feed-
er schools in both reading and math.  In response to the poor performance of students in their 
Pennsylvania school, a K12, Inc. representative stated, “the type of child now coming to an 
online school, 75 percent of those kids coming in are behind more than one grade level.”39 How-
ever, Miron and Urschel found that K12, Inc. online schools enrolled students that are more aca-
demically able, white, and of higher socioeconomic classes than their brick-and-mortar counter-
parts.40 

 
Based on this research – both what is known from the supplemental and full-time envi-

ronments – one would expect that policymakers would approach online learning cautiously.  
Even the authors of the U.S. Department of Education’s Evaluation of Evidence-Based Practices 
in Online Learning: A Meta-Analysis and Review of Online Learning Studies (one of the most 
often cited studies to support the growth of both supplemental and full-time K-12 online learn-
ing), advised that “caution is required in generalizing to the K–12 population because the results 
are derived for the most part from studies in other settings.”41  However, a cautious approach has 
not been the case in many jurisdictions. 

 
For example, in 2009 the Michigan legislature passed Public Act 205.  This legislation al-

lowed for two online charter schools to be created in the state, limiting each to 400 students in 
the first year of operation and an additional 1000 students in the second year of operation (but 
the schools had to recruit and enroll one dropped out student for each regular student in year 
two).  At the end of two years, each online charter school was to submit a report to the State Su-
perintendent detailing a number of requirements – including student participation and perfor-
mance.  Future allowable growth rates would be based on that report.42  The results from the 
Michigan Educational Assessment Program (MEAP) indicated that the percentage of students 
attending the Michigan Virtual Academy that met or exceeded proficiency was below the 
statewide average in 9 of the 17 categories in 2010 and 13 of the 15 categories in 2011.  Similar-



 

 

ly, the percentage of students attending the Michigan Connections Academy that met or exceed-
ed proficiency was below the statewide average in 9 of the 18 categories in 2010 and 9 of the 15 
categories in 2011.  Yet, prior to the submission of their reports to the State Superintendent, the 
legislature passed Public Act 219, which incrementally increased the number of online charter 
schools to 15 by the end of 2014 and removed any meaningful limits to the number of students 
that can be enrolled.43  This potential massive expansion of full-time K-12 online learning in the 
State of Michigan was not justified by the specific results produced by the existing online charter 
schools in that state, or the general research into full-time online learning. 

 
In addition to student performance, other indicators of program quality are embed-

ded in various types of evaluation and approval processes for virtual schools. In a study of 
this area, the Michigan Virtual Learning Research Institute described a variety of regulato-
ry regimes based on the variables depicted in Table 1. 
 
Table 1. Variables Related to the Evaluation and Approval Process for Virtual 
Schools44 

Level of Evaluation and Approval 
Provider level Course level 

Approval Requirement 
Optional approval Required approval 

Geographic Reach 
Multi-district Multi-district & single district Single district 

Delivery Model 
Fully online Blended 

Evaluation and Approval Procedures 
Front-end approval Front-end approval & ongoing 

monitoring 
Annual monitoring / audits 

 
As is evident from this overview, a wide variety of variables can be combined in a number 
of ways.  Thus, there is no consistent method for approving and evaluating virtual schools. 
Providers or courses can be approved, for example, either with no monitoring, ongoing 
monitoring or annual monitoring of performance.  
 

And yet, calls for an evaluation process to monitor instructional quality in virtual 
schools have been heard for over a decade. For example, in 2003 Kraft wrote: 

 
Cyber charter schools should be evaluated on several grounds. First, their 
compliance with applicable laws should be evaluated. Second, cyber charter 
schools should be required to provide an accounting of their funding and ex-
penses. Finally, cyber charter schools should be required to demonstrate their 
progress.”45 

 
Yet, more than a decade later, a 2014 Michigan Virtual Learning Research Institute report indi-
cated only 31 of the 50 states had any formal evaluation or approval process beyond the same 



 

 

measures used to evaluate brick-and-mortar schools.46 And of these 31 states, the majority had a 
primarily front-end approval process—meaning that once a course or program was initially ap-
proved, either by the state or some external accreditor, there was no mechanism in place to en-
sure that courses or programs continuously provided a quality instructional program. 
 

Research on K-12 Online Learning Practices 

Unfortunately, beyond research comparing student performance in online learning with 
students in the traditional brick-and-mortar environment and more general literature focused on 
student funding, there isn’t a lot of research to guide the practice of K-12 online learning.  This is 
not to say that research doesn’t exist, only that it is often limited to a specific context or method-
ology – generally both.47  For example, DiPetro, Ferdig, Black, and Preston reported a study of 
37 best practices for teaching in the K-12 online environment.48  The problem arises with the 
claim of having 37 unique research-based best practices for teaching in the K-12 online envi-
ronment.  This would imply that the authors had a large, varied sample of K-12 online teachers 
and that the practices were examined within their online teaching context and shown to have a 
positive impact on student engagement or achievement.  However, this study examined the per-
ceptions of 16 online teachers with the Michigan Virtual School (MVS) that were selected as 
being “effective” teachers by the online program themselves.  There was no verification of 
whether the teachers actually implemented the practices that they believed to be effective or the 
degree or fidelity with which the practices were implemented.  There was also no verification of 
whether the practices had any impact on student engagement or achievement.  These issues do 
not make the study of no value, but it does limit the usefulness of the findings.  The 37 practices 
that are outlined by DiPietro and her colleagues are likely useful pedagogical strategies for new 
and struggling teachers at the MVS.  They are also likely useful for K-12 online teachers who are 
teaching in similar contexts to the MVS or teaching similar online students as served by MVS.  
Finally, these 37 practices are a useful starting point for future researchers who are looking to 
further validate whether these 37 practices are indeed best practices for teaching in the K-12 
online environment. It is not, however, scientific support for the methods. 

 
Similarly, Barbour reported ten – and later seven – principles of effective online content 

for K-12 learners.49  Like the research conducted by DiPietro and her colleagues, this study ex-
amined the perceptions of six online course developers with the Centre for Distance Learning 
and Innovation (CDLI) in Newfoundland and Labrador, Canada.  Like the previous study, the 
author did not examine the online course content to see whether the developers utilized the prin-
ciples they perceived to be effective or the student data to determine if online course that includ-
ed these principles were found to be more engaging or yielded better student performance.  Fi-
nally, in a separate study, Barbour and Hill found that because the CDLI relied on a heavily syn-
chronous model of instruction its online teachers made little use of asynchronous online course 
content.50  So like the research conducted by DiPietro and her colleagues, the ten/seven princi-
ples are limited to the context in which they were generated or as a starting point for future re-
search.  These are just two of the examples from the litany of research that is available within the 
field of K-12 online learning.  At present there are few large scale, longitudinal research studies 
available to guide the practice of K-12 online learning. 

 



 

 

In fact, the examples of large scale, longitudinal research studies are quite limited.  To 
wit, the University of Florida’s Virtual School Clearinghouse – an AT&T Foundation-funded 
project designed to provide K-12 online learning programs, particularly statewide supplemental 
programs, with data analysis tools and metrics for school improvement from 2006-2009.51  The 
school improvement lessons generated for 13 of those K-12 online programs were outlined in a 
publication entitled Lessons Learned for Virtual Schools: Experiences and Recommendations 
from the Field.52 

 
Similarly, the National Research Center for Rural Education Support (NRCRES) created 

a Facilitator Preparation Program designed to prepare school-based facilitators to support K-12 
students enrolled in online courses.53  Supported by an Institute of Education Sciences grant, 
researchers from the NRCRES conducted a two year, randomized controlled trial with more than 
600 students in 93 rural high schools to examine the effectiveness of their Facilitator Prepara-
tion Program – eventually finding that facilitators who participated in the training had an in-
creased level of student retention and student performance.54  However, these findings were fo-
cused on Advanced Placement courses, specifically in rural jurisdictions. 

 
Finally, Barbour outlined a design-based research approach that was undertaken by SRI 

International, in partnership with the Virtual High School Global Consortium (VHS).55  Essen-
tially, SRI International – in conjunction with their VHS partners – worked collaboratively to 
identify seven goals that VHS wanted to achieve to focus SRI International’s research and evalu-
ation efforts.  These efforts resulted in three annual evaluations and a five-year evaluation,56 as 
well as more specific evaluation studies that focused on specific goals the VHS were not meet-
ing.57 

 
It is important to note that all three of these longitudinal research examples focused on 

supplemental online learning programs.  There remains little large scale or long-term research 
into the full-time K-12 online learning environment. 

 
This is not to say that there is no research into the full-time K-12 online learning envi-

ronment.  For example, Liu and Cavanaugh examined factors affecting student academic success 
in a Midwestern K-12 online learning program that offered supplemental and full-time K-12 
online learning opportunities.58  The authors found that full-time online learning was particularly 
effective for students who spent a lot of time in the learning management system and who were 
not participating in the free or reduced lunch program.  The authors acknowledged that this did 
not mean that students other than those described in the study should avoid enrolling in full-time 
online learning, only that these students would need additional levels of support in order for them 
to succeed.  As the NRCRES research outlined, the presence of a local facilitator can have a sig-
nificant positive impact on online student success.59 

 
In the full-time K-12 online learning environment the local level of support is often from 

the parent or learning coach, a position that was also found to be critical to the instructional 
model of full-time online learning when these programs were legally challenged in Wisconsin.60  
The importance of the learning coach is evidenced by the fact that programs such as Connections 
Academy (i.e., Learning without Boundaries: How to Make Virtual Schooling Work for You?) 
and Insight Schools (i.e., Virtual Schooling: A Guide to Optimizing your Child’s Education) have 



 

 

created substantial guides aimed at assisting parents/guardians in performing the learning coach 
role.61  In fact, the reliance of these online charter schools on the parent as a primary provider of 
instruction and instructional support have led some to question whether these programs were 
publicly-funded instances of homeschooling.62 

 
There have been some isolated studies that have examined the role of the learning coach.  

For example, Carol Klein focused her dissertation on the California Virtual Academy (CAVA) 
examining the relationship between the online program and its “home schooling constituents.”  
Klein found that CAVA parents/guardians were generally satisfied with their child’s online 
learning experience.  Klein also found that CAVA parents/guardians were “well educated and 
who wanted a solid educational foundation for their own children.”63  Given the importance of 
the learning coach to student success, a high proportion of parents/guardians who were well edu-
cated and invested in their child’s education would be consistent with those capable of support-
ing the full-time K-12 online learner in the home.  In fact, as a part of her dissertation study Lisa 
Hasler Waters examined the perceptions of learning coaches who supported full-time online 
learning children. 64  Hasler Waters described the learning coaches in her study undertaking the 
following activities: encouraging the child learning online, modeling potential responses, rein-
forcing subject matter content, providing direct instruction, adapting instructional strategies and 
learning content, and leveraging resources to support their online learning child. 

 
Interestingly, Hasler Waters also reported that “learning coaches believed they and not 

their children’s teachers were ultimately responsible for instructing their children.”65  Depending 
on the level of involvement of the learning coach in their online learning child’s education, this 
could potentially help or hinder that online learners’ experience.  For example, Borup, Graham, 
and Davies indicated that 40% of parents had no interaction with their students enrolled in the 
Open High School of Utah.  Further, the authors also found an inverse relationship between the 
level of parental interaction and student achievement.  This led them to speculate that the correla-
tion “reflected parents’ tendency to increase interactions levels following academic problems.” 66  
Liu, Black, Algina, Cavanaugh, and Dawson actually developed a valid and reliable instrument 
to measure parental involvement in K-12 online learning environments.67  However, to date this 
one study with a single statewide, supplemental K-12 online learning program in the Southeast 
has been the only research to examine the use of this validated instrument. 

 
It should be reinforced that much of the research into full-time K-12 online learning suf-

fers from the same issues of K-12 online learning literature in general.  The vast majority of the 
research is from unpublished dissertations,68 is limited to specific contexts or is methodologically 
limited.69  All of these factors limit the ability of the research in the field to be useful for practi-
tioners and policymakers.  These factors also highlight the need for a more focused effort on 
research conducted in partnership with individual K-12 online learning programs to address their 
individual challenges. 
 

Research on K-12 Online Teacher Preparation 

Given these realities, it is generally up to the virtual schools themselves to provide 
their teachers with professional development to ensure that they become highly qualified 
online teachers. One example of a virtual school’s professional development program for 



 

 

its online teachers is the VHS Collaborative (formerly the Virtual High School). The col-
laborative requires all teachers in partner schools who are interested in providing online 
instruction to complete an online course in relevant methodology.  Additionally, all po-
tential online course developers must complete an online course in designing online in-
struction. Teachers have the opportunity to earn graduate credits for completing these 
courses through partner institutions, including Plymouth State University, Endicott Col-
lege, and Framingham State University.  Most virtual schools offer their own teacher 
training in face-to-face or online formats, prior to their first online assignment as well as 
on an on-going basis. 
 

The Evergreen Education Group has proposed one possible solution to the teacher 
training issue in a policy brief entitled Teaching Online Across State Lines.  Its purpose 
was to “explore key teacher licensing issues, and [propose] an online teacher specializa-
tion that would allow a licensed teacher to teach online students in multiple states.” As a 
part of that exploration, the authors made the following recommendations: 

 
All online teachers should be highly-qualified, licensed teachers. In addition, 
states should create an online teaching specialization that would allow a teacher 
licensed in any state to teach online students in any state without having to go 
through a separate licensure process in each state. This specialization would be 
based on online teachers meeting both of the following requirements: 
 
A. They demonstrate that they are licensed and highly qualified in any state, and 
B. They demonstrate expertise in teaching online via either of two methods: 
 

• They have taken and passed a professional development course in teaching 
online by an approved provider, which includes a course specific to teach-
ing in an online environment offered by universities, regional education 
agencies, or national providers of accredited programs, or 

• They have successfully taught in an accredited online program for at least 
three years. 

 
The creation of an online teacher specialization raises the bar for teachers who are 
licensed in another state, by requiring that these teachers must demonstrate that 
they have taken and passed a professional development course that meets state re-
quirements or confirm they have successfully taught in an accredited online pro-
gram. This approach preserves the approach to teaching online used by many in-
dividual school districts without imposing any new mandates. Licensed teachers 
in a district may shift to teaching online with no additional state-created require-
ments. 70 

 
This kind of model is not without precedent. For example, Georgia and Idaho currently 
offer specific K-12 online teaching endorsements.  However, these endorsements are still 
voluntary for online teachers in both states. Essentially, the proposal from the Evergreen 
Education Group is to extend these kinds of endorsements nationally, in much the same 



 

 

way that the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards created a certification 
program that teachers could complete and become nationally certified.  
 

Another challenge facing virtual schools is the evaluation of online teaching in the 
absence of reliable and valid research to support high quality practice.  At present, eight 
states have adopted some form of online teaching standards and/or created some form of 
teacher certification for online teaching (Georgia, Idaho, Michigan, Louisiana, South 
Carolina, South Dakota, Utah, and Vermont).  In most instances, the adopted standards 
have been iNACOL’s National Standards for Quality Online Teaching.  The iNACOL 
“national standards” were first adopted in 2007 – after the organization reviewed existing 
sets of standards (almost all of which were not research-based or validated), and then 
adopted the standards published by the Southern Regional Education Board, with some 
adaptations for iNACOL’s involvement with the Partnership for 21st Century Skills initia-
tive.  These “national standards” were refreshed in 2011, largely based on feedback from 
practitioners and the standards use as a quality control mechanism in Texas and Califor-
nia.  Unfortunately, eight years after first being introduced, these “national standards” 
have still not undergone the typical three stage process for standards development.  The 
first stage would be to conduct a systematic literature review and then develop draft 
standards based upon sound, empirical research.  The second stage would be to solicit the 
input from experts in the field – from a variety of practitioner and researcher sectors – on 
the draft standards; often, several rounds of expert feedback help refine the standards. 
The final stage would be to translate the standards into a rubric for practitioners to use. 
Researchers would train individuals to use the rubric, and then assess whether it is relia-
ble when used independently—that is, whether inter-rater reliability could be document-
ed.  To date, there have been no standards in K-12 online and blended learning that have 
undergone this process – even though several states have adopted a variety of standards 
to measure the quality of various aspects of K-12 online and blended learning. 
 

The initial iNACOL National Standards for Quality Online Teaching were adopt-
ed in 2007 after a “literature review of the existing online teaching quality standards, 
then…a cross-reference of standards, followed by a survey completed by representatives 
of the iNACOL network….” The result was that the organization “chose to fully endorse 
the work of the Southern Regional Education Board (SREB) Standards for Quality 
Online Teaching and Online Teaching Evaluation for State Virtual Schools as a compre-
hensive set of criteria.”  While the SREB standards indicate they “have been supported 
by practice over time, as well as substantiated by research,” neither the SREB nor the 
iNACOL standards identified the research substantiating these claims. The 2011 revised 
version of the iNACOL standards indicated that “iNACOL organized a team of experts… 
to review these new standards and the new literature on the topic” and that “iNACOL has 
received feedback from organizations using these standards for the development of pro-
fessional development and evaluation of online teachers.”  However, once again the 
standards were published without any documentation and verification. In fact, the only 
published research to support the iNACOL standards was a literature review conducted 
by Ferdig, Cavanaugh, DiPietro, Black, and Dawson to determine whether the standards 
were supported by research.71  Interestingly, one of the things these researchers found 
was that the literature available to support the standards was limited because most of the 



 

 

literature focused on online learning with adult populations or on the traditional class-
room environment. 
 

Conclusions 

Those familiar with the state of research into the field of K-12 online and blended learn-
ing will also be familiar with the claim that there is a lack of research to support much of the 
practice of K-12 online and blended learning.  While this sentiment is true to some extent, there 
are many things that we do know from the research in the field.  For example, despite claims 
from proponents, K-12 online and blended learning tends to produce lower levels of learning, 
particularly in math and particularly for less affluent and less self-motivated children.  There are 
no common, research-based standards or consensus on what constitutes best or promising prac-
tices.  There is also, however, limited mechanisms in place to monitor and evaluate programs to 
ensure that K-12 online and blended learning programs are accountable – from both student per-
formance and financial perspectives. 
 

With respect to the actual practice of K-12 online and blended learning, there have been 
limited investigations into what constitutes effective design, delivery, and support of K-12 online 
and blended learning with different populations.  Currently, there only exists general guidelines 
that often lack empirical foundation or support. For example, research in the field is beginning to 
indicate that in the supplemental online learning environment that the presence of an active and 
engaged local mentor or facilitator can be a critical component to student success.  The research 
is also beginning to point to the fact that parental involvement and engagement in their child’s 
online and blended learning can also be a critical component to student success.  But based on 
the state of research in the field, these types of findings only offer suggestions for things that 
online and blended programs and teachers could try; as opposed to guidelines that have achieved 
some level of consensus within the research community.  Even those jurisdictions where univer-
sity programs and state-level endorsements exists, they are only voluntary for online and blended 
learning teachers.  While these initial findings many be promising , there remains many ques-
tions that practitioners and policymakers need answered in relation to the successful implementa-
tion of K-12 online and blended learning. 
 
It is important that both of these situations be remedied.  However, expansion of online options 
continues to outpace the availability of useful research. As a result, practitioners have little to 
guide them on how to effectively design, deliver, and support virtual schooling even as policy-
makers continue to search for effective regulatory models.  K-12 online and blended learning is a 
growing part of our society, and it would be unrealistic to think that it will become less important 
in the future. However, with the public purse and the public well-being, particularly with the 
welfare of the individual students at stake, it is imperative that we know more about the practice 
of K-12 online and blended learning.  For example, during the fiscal year 2014 K12, Inc. report-
ed revenue of $919.6 million that came “primarily [from their] online managed public 
schools.”72  At the same time legislators in Tennessee were trying to close the lone cyber charter 
school in the state, which was operated by K12, Inc., because it was one of the lowest perform-
ing schools in the state.73  This is simply one example of why it is so important that the public 
and policymakers actually use that knowledge when making regulatory decisions. 
 



 

 

Unfortunately, when it comes to many within the public and an increasing number of pol-
icymakers, “the current climate of K-12 school reform promotes uncritical acceptance of any and 
all virtual education innovations, despite lack of a sound research base supporting claims that 
technology in and of itself will improve teaching and learning.”74  Even more disappointing is 
the considerable enthusiasm from some proponents and their legislative allies of policies that 
often run contrary to what is actually known from the existing but limited research base.  Simply 
put, based on what we currently know, K-12 online and blended learning will continue to be a 
part of our future, but is not yet ready for prime time as an educational solution for all – or even 
most – students. 
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