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Abstract 
In an attempt to better support their students and reduce online course attrition rates, some brick-
and-mortar K-12 schools provide their online students with an on-site facilitator who supports 
students face-to-face. However, little is known about how students perceive the support provided 
by their on-site facilitator and online teacher. For this report, 70 students completed a survey and 
51 students participated in one of eight focus groups to share their perceptions and experiences 
regarding online teacher and on-site facilitator support. Findings focused on the following support 
indicators: (1) advising students regarding course enrollments, (2) orienting students to online 
learning procedures and expectations, (3) facilitating interactions, (4) developing caring 
relationships, (5) motivating students to more fully engage in learning activities, (6) organizing 
and managing student learning, and (7) instructing students regarding the course content. The 
majority of support appeared to come from students’ on-site facilitators. An important exception 
was that the large majority of the content-related support came from the online teacher. While 
students were largely positive when describing the support from their on-site facilitators, students 
were split and more critical of the support (or the lack of support) from their online teacher. 
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K-12 Student Perceptions of Online Teacher and On-site  
Facilitator Support in  Supplemental Online Courses  

 The growth in K-12 online course enrollments has increased the need for highly skilled 
online teachers (Evergreen Education Group, 2017). Teacher preparation programs have largely 
failed to address the skills that are unique to K-12 online teaching and those teachers who begin 
teaching online commonly lack the ability to fully support and engage with students (Archambault, 
Kennedy, Shelton, Dalal, McAllister, & Huyett, 2016). The skills that teachers require can also 
vary based on their model of online learning. While exact numbers are difficult to ascertain, it is 
clear that the majority of students who enroll in online courses do so to supplement face-to-face 
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courses (Evergreen Education Group, 2017). Some of the largest supplemental online course 
providers are state-run virtual schools. Evergreen Education Group (2017) estimated that in 2016 
over 523,000 students (84.39% in high school) in 24 states enrolled in about 935,000 courses 
offered by state-run virtual programs.  

Online courses have experienced significantly higher student attrition rates compared to 
their face-to-face counterparts. For instance, Freidhoff (2018) compared K-12 students’ 
supplemental online course pass rates to those same students’ pass rates in face-to-face courses in 
the state of Michigan. On average, Michigan students only passed 55% of the over 500,000 online 
enrollments compared to a pass rate of 78% in their face-to-face courses. While students’ failure 
to pass online courses is a complex issue with many possible causes, students often lack the 
necessary self-regulation ability and understanding of how to successfully learn online 
(Cavanaugh, 2007; Moore, 1993, 2007; Rice, 2006; Weil et al., 2013). Lowes and Lin (2015) 
summarized that online courses are especially challenging for adolescents because “students not 
only need to learn a subject online but need to learn how to learn online” (p. 18). While some have 
argued that unprepared students should be excluded from online learning, Rose, Smith, Johnson, 
and Glick (2015) stressed that online programs should take a more equitable approach to online 
learning: “Rather than ‘Is online learning right for me?’ students should be asked, ‘What support 
systems do you need to be successful in online learning?’” (p. 75).  

Research has found K-12 online teachers can provide a high degree of support that builds 
close, caring relationships with some students (Velasquez, Graham, & Osguthorpe, 2013). 
However, supplemental courses rely heavily (if not exclusively) on asynchronous communication, 
making it difficult for online teachers to provide all of their students with the timely support they 
require (Rice & Carter, 2016). As a result, online students are increasingly being provided with an 
on-site facilitator who works with them in their local brick-and-mortar schools. Similar to online 
teachers, on-site facilitators often lack professional development opportunities. One obstacle to 
providing professional development is the lack of research examining successful on-site facilitator 
and online teacher support. As the primary stakeholders, student perceptions can prove especially 
helpful to those wishing to better understand the types of support that are especially helpful to 
online students. While some researchers have examined K-12 online students’ perceptions (see 
Roblyer, Freeman, Stabler, & Schneidmiler, 2007), most research has ignored students’ 
perceptions when examining student support in programs that offer students an online teacher and 
an on-site facilitator (Borup, 2018).  

In this research, online high school students completed a survey and participated in focus 
groups to share how they perceived and valued the support they received from their online teachers 
and on-site facilitators. More specifically, this research addressed the following questions:  

1. What types of support indicators do online students perceive while enrolled in a 
supplemental online course? 

2. How do students value the support they receive from online teachers and on-site 
facilitators? 
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Review of Literature 

 This section first reviews frameworks focused on online learning interactions and support in 
both higher education and K-12 settings. Following, research will be reviewed that has helped to 
identify the specific responsibilities of K-12 on-site facilitators.  

Online Learning Interaction and Support Frameworks  

Two frameworks that were developed in higher education are particularly relevant to K-12 
online learning support because they focus on student interactions. In his Theory of Transactional 
Distance, Moore (1980) defined dialogue as two-way, mediated communication between the learner 
and instructor in a distance education setting. He also defined structure as the extent that learning 
objectives, procedures, and assessments are planned and cannot be easily adapted to students’ needs. 
He then explained that courses with less structure can allow or require more dialogue. Inversely, 
courses with high structure are unable to respond to individual student’s needs and require less 
dialogue. Moore also argued that the levels of dialogue and structure determine what he termed 
learner’s transactional distance. Moore hypothesized that transactional distance is lowest in courses 
with high levels of dialogue and low structure and is the highest in courses with low levels of dialogue 
and high structure. Moore (2007) also explained that instructors need to carefully examine learner 
autonomy, or the ability to decide “what to learn, how to learn, and how much to learn” (p. 90). Moore 
(1980) warned that “a learner cannot learn effectively if the educational transaction demands more 
autonomy than he is able to exercise” (p. 29).  Moore (2007) later explained “the greater the 
transactional distance the more the learners have to exercise autonomy” (p. 95). Moore (1993) also 
highlighted the subjective nature of transactional distance when he stated that it was a “psychological 
and communications space” (p. 22) that can even be present in face-to-face education. Garrison (2009) 
made the distinction between distance education that focuses on principles of independence, autonomy, 
and self-pacing, and online learning that focuses on principles of collaborative constructivist 
approaches. Using social constructivist principles, Garrison and his colleagues (Garrison, Anderson, 
& Archer, 2000) established the widely-accepted Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework. The CoI 
framework adopted the existing concept of social presence and defined it as “the ability of 
participants…to project their personal characteristics into the community, thereby presenting 
themselves to the other participants as ‘real people’” (Garrison et al., 2000, p. 89). This definition 
emphasized the actual communication behaviors over the quantity of interactions. While Garrison and 
his colleagues would show that social presence could be established using only asynchronous text 
(Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 2001), researchers have more recently found that social 
presence can be established more efficiently when students and instructors communicate using 
asynchronous audio and video (Borup, West, Thomas, & Graham, 2014; Thomas, West, & Borup, 
2017). Garrison et al. (2000) also explained that social presence impacts students’ cognitive presence 
because it allows for the meaningful and sustained communication that is required to co-construct 
knowledge of the course material. However, Garrison et al. (2000) stated that neither social nor 
cognitive presence was likely to reach adequate levels without teaching presence, which they viewed 
as the “binding element” of the framework (p. 96). More specifically, Anderson, Rourke, Garrison, 
and Archer (2001) stated that teaching presence is established through instructional design and 
organization (e.g., setting curriculum, designing methods, establishing time parameters, selecting 
technology, and establishing netiquette), facilitating online discussions (e.g., identifying areas of 
agreement, seeking consensus, reinforcing student contributions, setting the climate for learning, 
prompting participation, and assessing the efficacy of the process), and direct instruction (e.g., 
presenting content, summarizing discussions, diagnosing misconceptions, providing feedback, and 
responding to technical concerns).  
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While the above frameworks can help to guide K-12 online learning research, their 
applicability to the K-12 setting is limited due to the unique characteristic of K-12 online learners 
and environments. As compared to adult learners, K-12 students require higher levels of support 
(Roblyer et al., 2007). While this additional support can come from the online teacher, it also 
frequently comes from parents, on-site facilitators, and other adults.  As a result, Borup, West, 
Graham, and Davies (2014) developed the Adolescent Community of Engagement (ACE) 
framework to better describe the support most likely to increase adolescent online students’ 
affective, behavioral, and cognitive engagement. The primary hypothesis of the ACE framework 
was that student engagement is positively correlated with teacher, parent, and peer engagements. 
Because parent and peer engagements are beyond the scope of this research, this section will focus 
on the concept of teacher engagement, which includes the following: 

● Instructing: Using content and pedagogical expertise to support students in their efforts 
to learn and apply course content. Instructing activities include asking and answering 
questions, drawing students’ attention to course concepts, providing students with 
resources, summarizing student discussions, tutoring, and providing feedback.  

● Organizing and designing: Providing students with an organized online learning 
environment and helping them to organize their learning schedules.  

● Facilitating interaction: Supporting and engaging students in their interactions with the 
course content and other involved people by  
○ nurturing caring relationships with students; 

○ monitoring and motivating students’ engagement, progress, and learning; and 
○ encouraging communication with and between students, parents, and other 

stakeholders.  
The authors of the ACE framework (Borup et al., 2014) encouraged researchers to use a 

variety of methods such as surveys, interviews, participant reflections, and observations to describe 
teaching engagement in K-12 online learning environments, claiming that “such research could 
refine and/or expand the ACE framework and, more importantly, identify the critical components 
to student success” (p. 23).  The ACE framework was first applied to case study research conducted 
at a successful cyber high school where students took all or most of their courses online and learned 
primarily at home. Analysis of surveys and interviews with teachers, students, and parents 
provided a rich description of teacher engagement that largely confirmed the constructs of teacher 
engagement (Borup, Graham, & Drysdale, 2014; Borup & Stevens, 2016b, 2017). However, the 
ACE framework authors (Borup et al., 2014) also warned that research examining one model of 
learning should not be generalized to others because “in the several types of existing learning 
models, each requires different levels of teacher, parent, and peer engagement” (p. 23). For 
instance, research conducted at a large independent study program found that while online teachers 
were available to help their students, students most frequently turned to local teachers not affiliated 
with the online high school for support (Oviatt, Graham, Davies, & Borup, 2018).  

Research has found that while K-12 online teachers can develop strong caring relationships 
with students, those relationships can take longer to develop and requires active student 
participation (Velasquez, Graham, & West, 2013a; Velasquez, Graham, & Osguthorpe, 2013b). 
Large enrollment courses can also be an obstacle to providing adequate student support (Hawkins, 
Barbour, & Graham, 2011; Hawkins, Graham, & Barbour, 2012). Furthermore, the types of 
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support that online teachers provide are somewhat limited due to their physical distance from their 
students (Borup, Graham, & Drysdale, 2014). Online programs are also increasingly requiring 
local schools to provide their online students with facilitators who can support students in person, 
at times in a lab setting. Because students receive some face-to-face and online support, this model 
of learning can be seen as a type of blended learning.  Staker (2011) used the term online-lab model 
to describe environments where online students regularly worked with an on-site facilitator in a 
lab environment. Specifically, Staker (2011) defined the online-lab model as “programs that rely 
on an online platform to deliver the entire course but in a brick-and-mortar lab environment. 
Usually these programs provide online teachers. Paraprofessionals supervise but offer little content 
expertise” (p. 8). Only recently has the ACE framework been applied to the online-lab model 
(Borup & Stimson, 2019). Following their research, Borup and Stimson (2019) recommended that 
the ACE framework be expanded to include two additional constructs—(1) advising students 
regarding online course enrollments and (2) orienting students to the online course environment 
and expectations. In the following section we more fully describe the roles of on-site facilitators.  

On-site Facilitators  
On-site facilitators (also commonly called mentors, coaches, or guides) are not content 

experts but are knowledgeable about how to successfully learn online. On-site facilitators’ 
responsibilities can be summarized as ensuring that “everything is working smoothly and order is 
maintained” (Hannum, Irvin, Lei, & Farmer, 2008, p. 213). While on-site facilitators are 
commonly certified teachers, on-site facilitators’ responsibilities do not require content expertise 
and can be addressed by other school employees such as administrators, office assistants, 
librarians, and coaches (de la Varre et al., 2011; Hannum et al., 2008; Harms et al., 2006). 
Following interviews with 58 on-site facilitators in rural K-12 schools, de la Varre et al. (2011) 
found that the on-site facilitators were commonly certified teachers who had pre-existing 
relationships with students. Barbour and Mulcahy (2009) also noted that those who are tasked with 
serving as on-site facilitators are commonly not provided with time or incentives to fulfill their 
responsibilities. Instead, programs rely on “volunteerism and the good will of overworked 
teachers” (p. 782). 

Harms et al. (2006) were some of the first researchers to list on-site facilitator 
responsibilities, which included:  

● advising students on course enrollments, 

● getting to know students on a personal level,  
● helping students develop online learning skills,  

● fostering communication with and between students, parents, and online teachers, and 
● monitoring students’ progress and grades. 

In one of the largest and earliest studies on the topic, Roblyer et al. (2007) evaluated an online 
program that used online teachers and on-site facilitators to support students at over 100 K-12 
schools. What made this research especially helpful is the scope of their data collection which 
included student achievement data, teacher and student surveys, and interviews with facilitators, 
teachers, and students. Their research found that the facilitators played a critical role in student 
success. However, teachers also found that facilitators needed better training—especially with 
troubleshooting skills—and that students required more “daily facilitator support and monitoring” 
(p. 40).  
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On-site facilitator responsibilities can also vary depending on the time of semester. Borup 
and Stimson (2017) interviewed successful on-site facilitators and online teachers and found that 
at the start of a semester facilitators spent the majority of their time (1) orienting students to the 
online learning course and accompanying expectations, (2) supplying and troubleshooting 
technology, and (3) building relationships with students. Later, facilitators spent increased time 
(1) monitoring and motivating student engagement and (2) facilitating instructional support from 
the online teacher and local content experts. At the end of the semester, facilitators primarily 
focused on (1) proctoring exams, (2) using a variety of rewards and punishments to encourage 
students to finish the course, and (3) recording grades. While teachers attempted to motivate and 
develop relationships with students, they found their attempts to be limited and were especially 
dependent on on-site facilitators to develop student relationships and to motivate students to fully 
engage in the course. In qualitative research that included 40 rural high schools, Kean, de la Varre, 
Irvin, and Hannum (2008) found that facilitators were especially important “when online 
instructors were unavailable to students, or in some cases insensitive to their needs” (p. 43). They 
also found that students’ abilities to have a positive online learning experience was dependent on 
the on-site facilitators’ ability to develop relationships with students and their families. Inversely, 
de la Varre, Irvin, Jordan, Hannum, and Farmer (2014) asked unsuccessful online students and 
their on-site facilitators why they failed their courses and found that while challenges in 
understanding the content was in part to blame, more frequently issues surrounding learning online 
and the lack of motivation was to blame. The researchers concluded that the students would have 
been more successful if on-site facilitators were more readily available and able to assist and 
motivate them.   

The quality, quantity, and types of facilitation can vary greatly across schools. For instance, 
some on-site facilitators work with students daily in labs, while others only meet with students on 
an as-needed basis (Freidhoff, Borup, Stimson, & DeBruler, 2015). Online students who study 
daily in a structured lab environment with an on-site facilitator are significantly more likely to pass 
their courses than are students who have more flexibility in when and where they work (Roblyer 
et al., 2008). Hannum et al. (2008) conducted a cluster-randomized control trial that also found 
on-site facilitators were most effective if they received professional development. Specifically, 
using several discussion board activities, on-site facilitators at rural high schools received extended 
professional development that encouraged them to share anecdotes from their work and discuss 
authentic scenarios that were presented using text, images, and audio (Irvin, Hannum, Farmer, de 
la Varre, & Keane, 2009; Kean et al., 2008).  

While on-site facilitators are not charged with teaching the content, research has repeatedly 
found that facilitators provide students with some direct instruction. For instance, de la Varre et 
al. (2011) found that certified teachers who served as on-site facilitators were more likely to engage 
in content support and instruction than were those facilitators who were not certified teachers. 
Barbour and Mulcahy (2004) qualitatively examined an online program where on-site facilitators 
were explicitly told that their responsibilities did not include providing direct instruction or 
tutoring. However, in practice it was found that on-site facilitators regularly provided students with 
instructional support, especially when the facilitator had some content expertise. Similarly, 
O’Dwyer et al. (2007) surveyed 231 online students enrolled in online algebra courses and found 
that over two-thirds asked their on-site facilitators for math assistance even through their 
facilitators were not certified to teach math. However, this instructional support was not always 
welcomed by online teachers who believed that on-site facilitators who also taught content to 
students could undermine core teachers’ ability to fulfill their responsibilities (de la Varre et al., 
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2011). While some have argued that facilitators should not engage in instructional content support, 
Hendrix and Degner (2016) believed it was unlikely that on-site facilitators would stop instructing 
their students, especially in rural settings where facilitators have developed close relationships 
with students.   

While previous research has provided important insights, it has relied largely on online 
teacher and on-site facilitator perceptions. As a result, the focus of this research is to hear and 
understand students’ perspectives and experiences regarding ways their online teachers and on-
site facilitators supported them throughout their online course. By understanding students’ 
perceptions and experiences, we hope to provide important insights to online teachers and on-site 
facilitators regarding how their support efforts are being received by students and how they might 
work to improve their practice. Furthermore, previous research has tended to examine online 
teachers’ efforts and on-site facilitators’ efforts separately. While the ACE framework 
acknowledged that roles outlined in the concept of teacher engagement could be filled by multiple 
individuals, including an online teacher and on-site facilitator, it did not describe how online 
teachers and on-site facilitators might specifically share those responsibilities. Harms et al. (2006) 
explained that, in practice, there is “considerable overlap” between online teachers’ and on-site 
facilitators’ responsibilities, and on-site facilitators can at times act as teachers, and online teachers 
can act as facilitators. By examining students’ perspectives of both sources of support 
simultaneously, we hope to add some clarity to how teacher engagement responsibilities can be 
shared by online teachers and on-site facilitators.    

 
Methods 

Context 
Research was conducted in three Michigan brick-and-mortar K-12 schools that had 82, 

197, and 407 online student enrollments from students who were supplementing their face-to-face 
course work with online courses offered by Michigan Virtual (MV), a state-run virtual school that 
enrolled 10,426 students during the 2016-17 academic year.  Michigan provided an especially 
interesting context for this research because Section 21f of Michigan Public Act No. 60 (2013) 
required local schools to provide on-site facilitators to their students who are enrolled in online 
courses. However, Section 21f only stipulated that the on-site facilitator “monitor the pupil’s 
progress in the course” and be “available for assistance to the pupil.” Teachers were charged with 
“determining appropriate instructional methods for each pupil, diagnosing learning needs, 
assessing pupil learning, prescribing intervention strategies, reporting outcomes, and evaluating 
the effects of instruction and support strategies” (Michigan Department of Education, 2014, 5-O-
D-2). Following these directives, on-site facilitators and online teachers have great leeway in how 
they actually fulfill their responsibilities. MV also provided onsite facilitators and online teachers 
with guides that offered more information on their responsibilities.   

Data Collection 
In a different study conducted during the 2015-16 academic year, 12 schools were 

identified that had student pass rates of 85% or higher. Researchers then interviewed the on-site 
facilitators at those schools to better understand how they perceived their roles and then actually 
worked to fulfill these responsibilities (see Borup & Stimson, 2019). Following that research, we 
sampled three of the 12 schools that had particularly engaged and supported on-site facilitators. 
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The three school student bodies ranged between 650-820 students. Each high school was the only 
one in its city. Cities ranged in population from 4,500-8,000.  

With facilitators’ cooperation at the three schools, all parents of enrolled MV students were 
invited to provide consent for us to survey and conduct focus groups with their students. The 
survey used in this research was created by adapting a survey created by Oviatt, Graham, Borup, 
and Davies (2018). The original survey listed types of support identified in the ACE framework. 
Once students indicated they received a specific type of support, they were asked who had provided 
them with that support. Oviatt et al. (2018) developed the survey by first identifying each support 
type outlined in the ACE framework. They then created a statement to represent each of those 
support types. To ensure that the items accurately represented the framework, the lead author of 
the ACE framework served as an expert reviewer and suggested changes for clarity. Lastly, an 
online high school student participated in a think- aloud interview where the student shared his 
perceptions of what each item meant. However, the instrument was created specifically for an 
online independent study context and did not address some of the support types that were 
previously identified following an analysis of teacher and on-site facilitators at MV, especially 
advising students on course enrollments and orienting them to the online learning environment and 
expectations. As a result, some items were added to the survey to address those gaps. An MV 
representative then reviewed the instrument and expressed concerns regarding its length. To 
address this concern, some items were collapsed into more general items. The length of individual 
items was also reduced when possible and items were changed to past tense. For instance, the 
original item “Review the policies of the online school and course with you at the beginning of the 
course” was changed to “Reviewed the policies and expectations for learning online.”   

All 70 MV students who completed the survey were also invited to participate in focus 
groups. The focus group questions were similar to the survey questions. However, the focus group 
questions encouraged students to share experiences and elaborate on the types of support that they 
reported receiving on the survey. In addition, the focus groups focused on the value that students 
placed on the support they received. As a result, both the survey and the focus groups helped to 
address the first research question and only the focus group allowed us to address the second 
research question.  

Each focus group contained 4 to 9 students and lasted 45 to 60 minutes. Two focus groups 
were conducted at two of the schools, and four focus groups were conducted at the third, for a total 
of eight focus groups with 51 student participants: one freshman, seven sophomores, 11 juniors, 
and 32 seniors. Of the 32 seniors, 18 had taken online courses during previous semesters. For 
privacy purposes, we have renamed the schools and student participants. All data collection and 
analysis procedures were approved by the lead author’s university institutional review board.  

Data Analysis 
 The first research question was addressed by identifying the types of support indicators 
that students reported receiving in their survey and focus group responses.  Student survey 
responses were analyzed using descriptive statistics. The value that they placed on the support that 
they received—the focus of the second research question—was determined in students’ focus 
group responses. Student focus group recordings were transcribed and sent to student participants 
to check for accuracy. Following what Glaser (1965) called the “basic, defining rule for the 
constant comparative method” (p. 439), one of the researchers coded focus group comments into 
as many different categories as possible while comparing them to all previously coded comments. 
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Similar categories were then grouped together. The groupings were guided by, but not limited to, 
the elements identified in the ACE framework. Groupings were also reviewed by the entire 
research team three times during the analysis—once for each school’s focus groups. In the 
meetings, the group commonly highlighted specific statements that they believed were different 
from the other statements similarly coded. The group also highlighted subcategories to discuss if 
they would fit better under another coding category or become its own category. All disagreements 
were discussed until resolved.   
 

Results 
For the survey, 70 students reported the support indicators they had received and then 

indicated whether the source of that support was their online teacher and/or on-site facilitator (see 
Table 1). The two most commonly reported support indicators focused on monitoring students’ 
progress and checking in with students to ensure they were working hard to progress through the 
course. On-site facilitators appeared to be the primary source for both activities. In fact, overall, 
on-site facilitators were reported as the support source over 30% more times than were online 
teachers and more frequently than online teachers on 10 of the 16 indicators. While online teachers 
were reported most frequently as the support source on six support indicators, the differences were 
most prominent on three: providing feedback on assignments, helping students communicate with 
peers online, and helping students create learning schedules. Overall, relatively few students 
reported receiving help on deciding which online course(s) to take. Similarly, two of the four least 
reported support indicators focused on helping students to communicate and collaborate with their 
peers.  

Table 1.  
Number of Survey Participants Perceiving Support Indicators and Source of Support  

Support Indicators   Source  

# of 
Participants 

# of 
Facilitators  

# of 
Teachers  

Checked in with you to make sure you were working hard 
to complete assignments. 

61 51 22 

Checked your grades/progress regularly. 59 49 27 

Gave you course materials. 56 49 19 

Explained things to you when you had questions. 55 37 41 

Showed you how to use Blackboard. 52 39 28 

Reviewed the policies and expectations for learning online. 45 31 35 

Helped you if you were having computer or internet 
problems. 

45 36 12 

Motivated you to complete assignments. 44 36 22 
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Support Indicators   Source  

# of 
Participants 

# of 
Facilitators  

# of 
Teachers  

Provided you with feedback on your assignments (before or 
after they were submitted). 

44 11 40 

Made sure you had a place to study. 43 37 9 

Helped you gain the skills you needed to successfully learn 
online. 

41 32 29 

Helped you set goals for completing assignments. 40 25 29 

Helped you learn how to communicate with others online. 32 10 30 

Helped you decide which online course(s) to enroll in. 31 30 7 

Helped you create a study schedule. 24 10 18 

Helped you work with other students on assignments. 23 15 13 

Total     498 381 

 

Analysis of focus group transcripts identified the following support categories: (1) advising 
students regarding course enrollments, (2) orienting students to the online course platform and 
expectations, (3) facilitating communication, (4) nurturing caring relationships, (5) monitoring 
student progress and learning, (6) motivating students to more fully engage in learning activities, 
and (6) teaching the course material (see Table 2). Students’ comments regarding the support they 
received from their on-site facilitators was almost entirely positive. This is likely the result of our 
purposeful sampling of facilitators who were particularly engaged in students’ learning. In 
contrast, student comments regarding the support they received from their online teachers were 
more divided and tended to be more negative in some categories.  

Table 2.  

Number of Focus Groups Containing Positive and Negative Comments on Support Categories  

Support Category  On-site Facilitator  Online Teacher 
Positive 

(n = Groups) 
Negative 

(n = Groups) 
 Positive 

(n = Groups) 
Negative 

(n = Groups) 
Advising 4 1  0 0 
Orienting  8 2  7 7  
Facilitating Com. 8 1  8 8 
Nurturing  8 1  8 8  
Monitoring 8 4  7 8  
Motivating 8 3  4 4  
Instructing 2 0  8 8  
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Advising 
Even before courses began, those who were new to online learning tended to seek guidance 

from a knowledgeable adult regarding whether enrolling in an online course was in their best 
interest. However, some students did not perceive a need to be advised, and students in only four 
focus groups stated that they turned to their on-site facilitator for advising support. Sharron 
summarized her thought process as, “There’s an online class. Let’s do it.” Courtney added that she 
“decided all by [her]self” and was “jumping at the opportunity.”  

Students in two of the schools commented that their on-site facilitators provided them with 
high levels of advising support. In fact, one student, Wyatt, commented that his on-site facilitator 
was “almost...one of the [school] counselors sometimes, which is really nice.”  These on-site 
facilitators seemed to be particularly helpful because they were familiar with students’ goals and 
interests. Jason summarized, “He did help me figure it out because he kind of knew what I was 
already interested in and then just recommended different things that I could try.” Sophia added 
that it was especially helpful when the on-site facilitator “would have another student who took 
the class already to come and have a conversation with [her] about what to expect.” Another 
student was left to “sort of just guess on what...to take” and would have preferred more support.   

Orienting   
Students required access to the required learning materials and needed to become oriented 

to the online learning environment and course expectations. During the semester prior to 
conducting this research, MVU had placed a “Unit 0” in each of the students’ online courses that 
helped students become familiar with course expectations and the learning management system 
(LMS). Sara described the unit as “a slideshow of exactly what to do, how to message [the online 
teacher], how to access lessons—everything.” Sage added that Unit 0 also had to pass an 
assessment before they could “actually move on to [their] class content.” The unit also contained 
course expectations regarding student behavior, effort, and workload. Bob added, “As far as 
expectations and requirements go, like plagiarism, cheating, they make sure they hammer that 
point home, that’s not allowed.” While Unit 0 appeared to be helpful, Sage found it to be a “little 
tedious once you’ve taken multiple classes and you have to do it over and over again.” 

Students found that Unit 0 reduced their dependency on their online teacher and on-site 
facilitator. Kacee stated that before Unit 0, “you kind of had to learn it yourself, or [the on-site 
facilitator] would explain it.” While Unit 0 was helpful, students still needed orienting support 
from their online teacher and on-site facilitator. For instance, Stephanie’s on-site facilitator 
actually “went through some of Unit 0” with her.  Online teachers also created course 
announcements with more course-specific information and video tutorials. While some students 
found the announcements and video tutorials to be “kind of cool,” Cole admitted that he “never 
read” them.  

Students explained that they could email their teacher for orienting support, but the online 
teacher “wasn’t by our side telling us.” For that reason, students tended to turn to their on-site 
facilitator to get help “right away.” On-site facilitators also provided students with whole-group 
direct instruction that showed them “step-by-step how to get online and how to sign in.” Brooke 
shared, “The first classes, he always explains how [the LMS] works. He goes through everything 
and shows you the steps to use it.” Students also explained that their on-site facilitator would set 
expectations: “being on time, and coming to class, and…maybe doing [work] at home.” On-site 
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facilitators also stressed the need to follow the course-provided pacing guide “because otherwise 
you’re going to regret it later in the semester.”  
 On-site facilitators proved to be less effective at troubleshooting technological issues that 
commonly occurred at the start of the semester. For instance, Sage explained that it “took about a 
week probably to figure out…[how] to get the cameras to hook up to our computers.” However, 
students tended to turn to their facilitator regardless because it was better “than trying to message 
my instructor and having to wait a whole day to get a response back.”  As a result, students found 
that “a tech issue can shut you down for the entire day.”  Adam advocated for more “on-the-spot 
tech help.”  
Facilitating Communication  
 Students expressed a wide range of emotions and experiences regarding their interactions 
with the online teacher. Some students were comfortable contacting their online teachers because 
“they’re not physically there so it can’t be socially awkward.” Some students, such as Kami, also 
found that teachers adequately responded to their needs because “you can always message the 
instructor and get what you need.” Online teachers typically “got back with you within 24 hours.” 
Sophia did not seem to mind having to wait: “The great thing about online is if you’re having 
problems with an assignment, you can email your teacher and actually go on to the next assignment 
depending on what course you take.”  

While some students were highly positive when describing their communication with the 
online teacher, over two-thirds of students’ comments regarding their communication with their 
online teachers were negative. This was partly because some students struggled communicating 
via email. Holly explained, “I don't really like communicating email-wise, and that's pretty much 
all you do. It's something to get used to.” David added that “trying to ask a certain question can 
get a little tedious.” However, most of students’ frustration and dissatisfaction stemmed from 
having to wait too long for a response. Jessica explained, “It's kind of frustrating because I also 
can't skip ahead because it might be something essential that I need to know.” Furthermore, four 
students shared experiences where their online teacher did not adhere to the 24-hour response time 
guideline and experienced “three to four days where they didn't respond.” Madalyn added that 
online teachers’ slow response time made her feel like she was “just bugging them,” so she did not 
“ask a lot of questions like [she] should.” Overall, students had to learn to “be patient and wait” 
when communicating with the online teacher.  

While students had mixed perceptions and experiences communicating with their online 
teachers, students were almost entirely positive regarding communication with their on-site 
facilitators. Unlike emailing the online teacher, which could be time-consuming and “tedious,” 
students found interactions with the on-site facilitator to be immediate, comfortable, and natural. 
Landon shared, “You could just walk in their class, ask them a question, and they'll have an answer 
for you.” Furthermore, students believed their on-site facilitators enjoyed communicating with 
them. Angela explained, “He is so happy to help all the time… He loves helping in any way he 
can… I will gladly go to him for help.” The only critique was when students were not learning in 
a lab setting, making it difficult to communicate with the on-site facilitator because they would 
“have to go and look around the school for him.” Stella had a unique perspective because she was 
enrolled in two courses—one required her to work in a lab, and the other allowed her to work in 
the library when she was “ahead of pace.” She shared, “I go into the library but then it's hard to 
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find [the on-site facilitator] whenever I need to; whereas in the lab, he sits right in front of me and 
I can ask him anything.”  

Not only did on-site facilitators effectively communicate with students, they also helped 
facilitate student-teacher communications. In describing his on-site facilitator, Wyatt shared, “He's 
very willing to talk with your teacher on your behalf...and so a lot of times he's communicating 
with our teacher just as much as we are.”  

Nurturing Caring Relationships 
Despite the obstacles to communicating with their online teacher, some students in all eight 

focus groups indicated they were able to form close, positive relationships with their online 
teacher. Of the focus group participants, perhaps Beth was able to form the closest relationship 
with an online teacher:   

I ask my teacher a lot of questions. I email my teacher all the time, trying to schedule stuff 
and then when I have problems with an assignment, or when I submit an assignment she'll 
comment on it and be like, “You did really good at this.” She asks a lot of questions too, 
so she'll be like, “Oh, how did you do that?” So we'll email back and forth just about 
personal stuff, just getting to know each other, just talking about the assignments. That's 
nice. It's really good to communicate. 

Online teachers’ self-disclosure seemed to help students see their teacher as “a real person.” For 
example, Stephanie’s Spanish teacher would say things such as, “Hey, I can’t be teaching today 
because my daughter’s sick,” which made Stephanie think, “Oh, he is a real person. He has kids.” 
Kacee added, “My teachers use bitmojis in their announcement boards, so I’m like, ‘Oh, they’re 
friendly.’” She also enjoyed it when her teacher facilitated social communication by asking 
students to participate in “a little discussion board where we told each other what we dressed up 
as for Halloween and what we’re doing for Thanksgiving and Christmas to keep it more social.” 
Kacee believed that the social interactions actually had academic implications “because it makes 
it a lot easier if you need help, you can just message one of the other students in the course even if 
they don’t go to your school.”  

However, nearly two thirds of students’ comments indicated that their teacher interactions 
lacked meaningful social interaction. Stella believed that his online teachers “don't interact with 
you unless they need to.” Gina added, “My online teacher doesn't really communicate with me 
unless I get something wrong.” The lack of social interaction made it difficult for students to fully 
trust their online teacher. Rick summarized, “So you can trust them to be fair with grading the 
work, but not really in relation to other things.”  Sandy added that she was less likely to follow the 
direction of the online teacher because “it’s just a stranger telling me that.” Some students went as 
far as saying, “It feels like you’re talking to a robot.”  

While students generally did not feel like they were able to develop positive relationships 
with online teachers, it is also important to note that some students did not feel a need to. Harper 
stated that “there isn’t much of a need [to build a relationship] beyond grading what you submit.” 
In fact, some students believed that it “might be weird.” Sandy shared that she had a teacher who 
“kept asking us questions about our lives” and would share family photos and give “updates about 
her life and in the discussion boards sometimes use real life examples.” Sandy found attempts at 
these types of social communication “kind of weird because you’ve never met them.”  
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Students in one focus group argued that it was more important to form close relationships 
with their on-site facilitator than with the online teacher because they “see [their facilitator] at least 
four out of five days a week” whereas they could “go the entire year without having to email or 
talk to [their online teacher].” Furthermore, they acknowledged that their relationships with on-
site facilitators were more important because they saw them throughout their high school years, 
“whereas every online class has a different teacher.” In reference to her relationship with the online 
teacher, Sandy asked, “What’s the point of building the relationship? They’re not really going to 
get to know you that well and you’re not going to have them possibly ever again.” 
 Students found they were able to form “way better” relationships with their on-site 
facilitator because they regularly communicated face-to-face. Roger shared, “[My on-site 
facilitator] walks around all day talking to all different kids about how we're doing even outside 
of our class, so he tries to get to know everyone to build trust with them.” Similarly, Sage stated 
that her communication with her facilitator was not “superficial...he’ll actually ask, ‘How is your 
day going?’ and he’ll actually mean it.” Furthermore, Levi found that, “Everyone likes [the 
facilitator] because he just connects to you on a personal level and he doesn’t care who you are, 
how popular you are, whatever.” Cynthia added that on-site facilitators could recognize non-verbal 
cues and know when she was “having an off day at school and they’ll come talk to me but with 
online [teachers] they can’t see and so they don’t know that.”  Over time students explained that 
they formed close, caring relationships due to facilitators’ friendly and positive demeanor. For 
instance, students at one school stated that their on-site facilitator was “very, very personal,” “super 
friendly,” and “one of the nicest faces here.” Another student went as far to say, “I definitely feel 
like he’s my friend but also my [facilitator].”  

Monitoring and Motivating  
 Some students believed that teachers regularly monitored their progress in the course. John 
explained, “I feel like they monitor your grades as much as a normal teacher would--they have to. 
A major part of their job is just grading the work.” Madalyn recalled that her online teacher would 
send her “progress reports every couple of weeks” and would email her when her “grades are 
getting low or anything.” In contrast to Madalyn’s experience, some students did not believe that 
their online teacher monitored their progress because teachers did not contact or try to motivate 
them when they had fallen behind. For instance, Raymond was “getting a fairly good grade” and 
did not receive personalized emails about his progress. Similarly, Rick admitted that “he just kind 
of forgot that [he] had the class” and did not hear from his teacher until the middle of the semester. 
The experience made him ask, “Does [my online teacher] even know that I’m not doing it at that 
moment?” Similarly, Sharron recalled turning in work after being four weeks behind: “The 
instructor didn’t care [that I had fallen behind], they just graded everything and were like, ‘good 
work’ but nothing was mentioned of it, that I even fell that far behind.”  

When one student stated that online teachers monitored students’ progress more than face-
to-face teachers, Sara countered, “I feel like they monitor our grades maybe more, but I feel like 
they care less about what the grade is.” Similarly, Sandy stated, “I don’t really get a lot of 
motivation from my actual teacher.” Even when online teachers recognized students’ progress and 
sent students motivational messages, their efforts appeared to have little impact on students. Rick 
found that encouraging statements such as “You’re doing good,” felt “more like a set response 
than a motivator.” Madalyn added that teachers could be more motivational if they “have better 
communication skills.”  
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  In contrast, students believed their on-site facilitator closely monitored their progress and 
effectively motivated them to more fully engage in learning activities. Students shared that their 
on-site facilitator also met with them regularly to discuss their progress. Beth stated, “Every 
Friday, [my facilitator]… comes by you and says, “Hey, you’re here. You have this percent so you 
have this and this and this due to get [caught] up.” Cole elaborated that these meetings did not need 
to be long, “He’ll just call you up for a minute, ‘So how’s it going? You’re working on your 
course.’ He always checks in.” Kacee added, “Even though you think it's irritating, [my facilitator] 
will pull you out of other classes to see how you're doing.” Adam, who admitted that he was “not 
responsible enough to check [his progress] for [him]self,” appreciated the “helpful checkups” with 
his on-site facilitator because they helped to “make sure that [he was] up to date.”  
 Students also found that facilitators effectively motivated them to more fully engage in 
learning activities.  In part, this motivation was a result of their relationship with the on-site 
facilitator. Bob shared, “Since he is so invested in our lives...you respect him in that way. You also 
want to do your work, just naturally want to do it.”  Facilitators also used a combination of rewards 
and punishments to engage students. Students explained that their facilitator would “get on your 
case” when they were behind, but also “gives you incentives.” For instance, Angela shared that if 
you are caught up in the course “you can leave, you have freedom...but if you’re behind you have 
to stay back and catch up.”  At times facilitators also contacted parents to motivate students 
because “parents don’t really check on there to see [their students’ grades].” Kacee said that she 
was unaware that her facilitator had contacted her parent until she went home and her mom said, 
“Go do your online [course.]... I know you're behind…. Do it at the kitchen table.” While a few 
“really self-motivated” students claimed that their facilitator’s efforts were unnecessary, most 
students valued their motivational efforts. 

On-site facilitators seemed to be especially effective at monitoring and motivating students 
because the majority of students were required to attend a daily lab time. Several focus group 
participants reported that they believed lab time was important and often integral to student 
success. Cynthia explained: 

I think it’s important for you to have a set amount of time to work on your class. If you’re 
not a self-motivated person, then [lab time] is set right there for you. Maybe it’s not perfect 
for everybody. For me it’s really good. I might not have time at home to do it, so then I 
have time at school.  

Stephanie believed  
The lab is good because you’re under the eyes of the facilitator and your fellow classmates. 
You just kind of feel the drive to be like, “Oh, I need to be working on it.” It helps you stay 
focused on what you need to be getting done. 
Raymond reiterated that “sociologically speaking, seeing other people doing their work 

makes you want to. It’s just that peer to peer thing...you naturally follow along.” 
Attending a lab with other students could also prove distracting, and on on-site facilitators 

were required to manage students’ behavior to ensure they remained on-task. Katie explained, “If 
you’re sitting in there playing on your phone, then he’ll come up and approach you.”  According 
to Sage, “Having a facilitator or a teacher around, ...it’s quieter [and] eliminates a lot of 
distractions.” Charles said, “We usually keep quiet and have everybody learn their own stuff,” but 
when there were distractions, the “facilitator [would] tell them to be quiet and focus.”  
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Instructing 
While working on assignments, students commonly required content support. Bob 

explained, “[Online teachers] definitely offer their help. It’s definitely there if you need it.” 
Cynthia was enrolled in a sign language course and found that the teacher did “a good job of 
explaining things” and “would change her directions to make them more clear for [her students].” 
However, few students actually shared times when they received content-related support prior to 
submitting an assignment. Raymond, who was enrolled in a pre-calculus course, found it difficult 
to ask the online teacher via email specific questions about “how to solve x equation,” so his “first 
course of action would either be to look up a YouTube video on how to solve the equation, maybe 
ask a peer,...or go ask one of the math teachers down the hallway.” Lisa also recalled that a friend 
enrolled in a language course had “to look up different apps to learn the language,” because “the 
guide that [the online teacher] gave them does not really help.” At the time Lisa remembered 
thinking to herself, “Um, I’m pretty sure the instructor is supposed to do that [for you].”  
 The majority of teachers’ instructional support appeared to have come in the form of 
feedback. Nolan explained that the feedback he received was especially helpful because it helped 
him “know what to work on for [his] next assignment.” Similarly, Alexis found that when she 
submitted papers, the online teacher gave her “really specific instructions on how to do better and 
how to include information in a different way.” Rick added that the critical feedback he received 
was delivered in a “really positive” manner, “It’s not, ‘You did this wrong, fix it immediately.’ It's 
more of, ‘Here's how you did it wrong. I can see what you were going for and how that works, but 
it works better this way.’” Some teachers went as far as providing students with feedback via audio 
or video recordings. Brooke shared, “For my sign language course she leaves video comments and 
tells me what to fix, and that’s really helpful so I know how to do it better.” 

While most of the students’ comments were positive, they also found that teachers could 
vary greatly in the quality and quantity of their feedback. Angela stated,  

I feel like each class is different because with one of my classes my teacher gives me like, 
“You did good on this, but you can work on this for your next assignment,” but then my 
other class they don't give you anything, so you don't know what to improve upon.   

Brooke also expressed frustration because she “didn’t get anything back [on her] writing 
assignments so [she] didn’t know if they were good or bad.” Other students found that they 
received high or perfect scores and generic “Good job!” comments even when they put very little 
effort into the assignment, making them question how closely teachers actually read their work. 
For instance, Alexis’ teacher told her “Great job!” and gave her “100%” on papers she believed 
she “did terrible on.” Holly summarized, “There's definitely big extremes between the feedback.” 

While they were not content experts, students in two focus groups stated that their on-site 
facilitators occasionally assisted students on projects.  For instance, Madalyn’s on-site facilitator 
would review her work in a finance course to “make sure [she would] have the answers right” 
before she turned them in.  Beth described witnessing her peer who “struggles with math all the 
time” receive regular support from the on-site facilitator, which resulted in her “getting [a] 100%.” 
Angela said, “I will email my instructor...it just takes days,” so she seeks help from her on-site 
facilitator as well because “he usually helps me until we figure out a solution.”  
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Discussion 
Graham, Henrie, and Gibbons (2014) stated, “Well-established scholarly domains have 

common terminology and widely accepted models and theories that guide inquiry and practice, 
while researchers in less mature domains struggle to define terms and establish relevant models” 
(p. 13). Widely accepted frameworks have been established in higher education and initial work 
has begun to establish frameworks in K-12 online learning. However, limited efforts have been 
made to develop frameworks and theory for blended learning environments in either higher 
education or K-12 environments (Graham et al., 2014). Specifically, in K-12, researchers have 
tended to focus mostly on ways that blended learning is structured and less on the types of learning 
and teaching strategies that occur in those structures (see Staker, 2011). While the online-lab model 
is similar to fully-online courses, the addition of face-to-face support results in important 
differences that limit the utility of online learning frameworks. For instance, the Theory of 
Transactional Distance’s concepts of structure and autonomy tends to focus on students’ ability to 
make decisions regarding “what to learn, how to learn, and how much to learn” (Moore, 2007, p. 
90)—what is commonly referred to as the learning path in blended learning literature (Staker, 
2011). Blended learning also takes a broader view of autonomy that includes students’ learning 
time, place, and pace (Staker, 2011).  

There was little evidence that students in our research had autonomy in their learning path 
and the learning activities and sequence appeared to be fairly set. In fact, our previous research at 
MV found that online teachers were not allowed to modify the courses even if they recognized that 
they did not meet individual students’ needs (Borup & Stimson, 2019). The local schools included 
in this research also somewhat restricted students’ ability to exercise autonomy over their learning 
time and place by requiring them to attend a daily lab. Furthermore, facilitators attempted to exert 
some control over students’ learning pace by closely monitoring their progress and intervening 
when students lagged behind the pacing guide. Moore (1980) stated that “a learner cannot learn 
effectively if the educational transaction demands more autonomy than he is able to exercise” (p. 
29). While Moore was largely speaking of autonomy over their learning path, the same could be 
applied to students’ ability to exercise autonomy over their learning place, time, and pace. Moore 
also hypothesized an inverse relationship between structure and dialogue. This holds true when 
focusing on students’ learning path. However, we found that student-facilitator dialogue likely 
increased as a result of adding structure to students’ learning time, place, and pace. As a result, 
those who apply the Theory of Transactional Distance to blended learning environments should 
take a broader, more nuanced view of structure, dialogue, and autonomy than what was originally 
outlined in the framework.  

For the first research question, the ACE framework proved helpful in identifying the types 
of support indicators that students perceived receiving.  This research supports the addition of the 
constructs advising and orienting to the ACE framework. Merriam (1998) explained that the 
primary purpose of qualitative research is not to “test concepts, hypotheses, and theories” (p. 45). 
Rather, as Stake (2010) stated, qualitative research is best at understanding “how things work” (p. 
16). However, just because a type of support is occurring does not mean that it should be included 
in a framework. Whetten (1989) explained that researchers may feel a tension between developing 
a comprehensive framework and one that is more parsimonious. Ferdig, Cavanaugh, DiPetro, 
Black, and Dawson (2009) also stressed that K-12 online learning researchers should attempt to 
highlight best practices—not all practices—and that a complete list would actually prove too 
distracting. In fact, Mishra and Koehler (2006) wrote that one of the primary purposes of a 
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framework is to help researchers focus on what is most important and to ignore others. To this 
point, Whetten (1989) explained that a framework is complete not when it includes all factors but 
when it contains the right factors. While adding the constructs of advising and orienting increases 
the complexity of the ACE framework, they appear important enough to warrant their addition.  

Orienting students to the online environment could be viewed as a type of instructing, 
however, it is distinct enough to warrant being its own construct for two reasons. First, the 
construct of instructing focuses largely on learning the course content and the construct of 
orienting focuses largely on learning the course platforms, procedures, and expectations. In other 
words, orienting is focused on helping students “learning how to learn online” whereas instructing 
focuses on helping students “to learn a subject online” (Lowes & Lin, 2015, p. 18). Second, by its 
nature, orienting occurs at the start of the course while instructing occurs once students have begun 
the course assignments. While it was not originally included in the ACE framework, orienting 
should not be overlooked by researchers because students’ inability to effectively use the platform 
used to deliver the online course can prove to be a major obstacle to effectively interacting with 
the course materials, peers, and instructor (Hillman et al., 1994).  

Although advising students regarding online enrollments occurs before the start of the 
course, quality advising can help students to avoid or prepare for challenges they will face in online 
courses. While advising can include encouraging or discouraging students to enroll in online 
courses based on their ability, Rose et al. (2015) warned that this type of advising could result in 
unintentional biases. Instead, Rose et al. recommended that advising should focus more on 
identifying the types of support that students require. For instance, one type of support that can be 
offered to students is the opportunity to learn in a lab setting in the presence of an on-site facilitator. 
In this research, being physically present with students on a regular basis seemed to help on-site 
facilitators to fulfil their other responsibilities. This may help to explain why research has found 
that students are more likely to be successful when they learn in a lab setting (Roblyer et al., 2008). 
The schools included in this research required the large majority of their students to attend a daily 
lab. Other schools may take a more personalized approach and only require lab attendance when 
students lack the skills to successfully exercise autonomy over their learning time and place. 
Schools may choose to require students to attend a lab environment when they are new to online 
learning but then provide them with more flexibility once they have demonstrated their ability to 
successfully learn online. Inversely students could be required to begin attending a lab when their 
performance is inadequate. This more personalized approach could have two benefits. First, it may 
be a better use of the available resources by focusing on those students who need it most. Second, 
it may allow students to develop the self-regulation skills they would need when exercising control 
over their learning place and time.   

Not all of the support responsibilities were equally shared across on-site facilitators and 
teachers. In part, teachers assumed certain responsibilities due to their content and pedagogical 
expertise whereas on-site facilitators assumed certain responsibilities due to their physical 
proximity to students. This type of support model works best when online teachers and on-site 
facilitators coordinate their efforts and clearly understand the scope of their responsibilities (de la 
Varre et al., 2011). Specifically, de la Varre et al. (2011) recommended that there be an “in-depth 
instructor-facilitator conversation at the outset of the course” (para. 26). However, in practice it is 
likely impractical for online teachers to have in-depth conversations with all of their students’ 
facilitators or for an on-site facilitator who works with a large number of students to have in-depth 
conversations with all of their students’ instructors. A more pragmatic and scalable approach 
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would be for the course provider to provide online teachers and on-site facilitators with clear 
expectations for what they should and should not do. For instance, MV provides online teachers 
and on-site facilitators with detailed guides pertaining to their responsibilities. However, guides 
are unlikely to provide online teachers or on-site facilitators with the support required to develop 
the skills needed to effectively fulfill their responsibilities. Practitioners and researchers should 
collaborate to identify effective approaches to professional development (Dawson & Dana, 2018). 
Researchers have already found that students who work with facilitators who have completed 
extended, scenario-based professional development tended to be more successful than students 
who worked with facilitators who received no professional development (Hannum et al., 2008). 
Considering their shared responsibilities, we also recommend that programs explore strategies that 
allow online teachers and on-site facilitators to participate in professional development jointly so 
that they have opportunities to communicate one with another and better understand each other’s 
challenges, concerns, and needs.  

When addressing the second research question, we found that students did not value their 
online teachers’ and on-site facilitators’ support efforts equally across all support indicators. For 
instance, students valued building relationships with their on-site facilitator more than with their 
online teacher. Research findings examining student-teacher relationships have been mixed. 
Similar to this research, Hawkins, Barbour, and Graham (2011) examined student-teacher 
relationships at a state-run virtual school where teachers reported little social interaction with 
students. Hawkins et al. (2011) found that teachers believed social interactions would be a “waste 
of students’ time” (para. 42) especially in light of their high student loads. Larkin, Brantley-Dias, 
and Lokey-Vega (2015) conducted a survey to measure 108 online teachers’ satisfaction on five 
aspects of their job. Teachers ranked their interactions with students the lowest while also having 
the highest standard deviation, indicating that teachers are more divided on their satisfaction with 
their student communication than they are with other aspects of their job. In a previous study, 
online teachers at MV shared several strategies they regularly employed to develop relationships 
with students. Ultimately, they found that their ability to generally develop relationships with 
students to be limited, and several found teaching online to be a “solitary business” (Borup & 
Stimson, 2019, p. 37). Similarly, Hawkins, Graham, and Barbour (2012) found that a lack of 
meaningful student-teacher relationships left teachers feeling isolated and disconnected. Inversely, 
research has found that developing student-teacher relationships improved teachers’ job 
satisfaction at a full-time online high school (Borup & Stevens, 2016a; Drysdale, Graham, & 
Borup, 2016).  Furthermore, Lin, Zhang, and Zheng’s (2017) analysis of 466 online students’ 
survey responses at a virtual high school found that learner-instructor interactions had a positive 
relationship with student satisfaction. While not generally the case with the students who 
participated in our research, previous research at full-time online high schools has found that online 
teachers were successful in forming close relationships with students through regular, sustained 
online communication. In fact, teachers and students have reported that these relationships can 
actually feel closer than the relationships formed in face-to-face learning environments (Velasquez 
et al., 2013a; Velasquez et al., 2013b).  

While some students found their online teachers to be impersonal, they still valued the 
support they were able to provide. One student explained, “[Online teachers] are robots that help 
me.” The teacher support that was the most valued was feedback on assignments. However, not 
all feedback was helpful. At times students viewed simple, generic feedback comments on larger 
projects as an indicator that the teacher had not actually reviewed their project. This was especially 
true when they put little effort on a project and still received “100%” and a “Great job!” In contrast, 
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some students reported receiving detailed, helpful feedback via audio or video recordings, a 
practice that has been researched in higher education (Borup, West, & Thomas, 2015; West, Jay, 
Armstrong, & Borup, 2017) but has yet to be examined in K-12 online learning environments. 
Feedback has been shown to be a critical component in students’ learning (Hattie, 2009). However, 
as supported in this research, Hattie found that “some types of feedback are more powerful than 
others” (p. 174). Murphy and Rodriguez-Manzanares (2009) highlighted a connection between 
feedback and motivation for K-12 online students, “Detailed, quality, frequent and prompt 
feedback are the number one motivator” (p. 9). The opposite also appeared true in our research, 
where students interpreted poor feedback as a sign that the teacher did not care about them or their 
learning. Despite its importance, little is actually known regarding teacher feedback practices. 
Eraut (2006) summarized that “we need more feedback on feedback” (p. 118). This is especially 
true in K-12 online settings and researchers should use a variety of methods to address this gap. 
For instance, researchers can conduct interviews with students and teachers as well as analyze 
actual feedback comments to determine their utility and timeliness. Programs should also provide 
professional development focused on providing effective feedback.  

Students also found that they were unable to receive tutoring or technological support from 
their online teacher in the moment they needed it. Furthermore, they found it difficult to ask some 
types of questions via email. As a result, students commonly turned to their on-site facilitator, 
peers, teachers in their building, or online videos for assistance. However, students still wished 
they had more “on-the-spot” support from teachers.  For subjects such as math, where students 
must master specific skills before progressing to more advanced skills, online programs may 
improve students’ learning experience by providing them with content experts who could give 
just-in-time instruction. The need for more immediate instruction helps explain why on-site 
facilitators in previous research frequently provided students with content support (Barbour & Hill, 
2011; de la Varre et al., 2011; Taylor et al., 2016). However, some online teachers can become 
frustrated when on-site facilitators provide content support, especially when they are not 
knowledgeable enough to provide accurate information (de la Varre et al., 2011). It is unrealistic 
to expect online teachers to always be available to students, especially in online programs that rely 
heavily on part-time teachers who teach face-to-face full-time during the day. As a result, 
supplemental online programs and researchers may explore practical strategies for providing 
students with more immediate content-related support. One potential solution in subjects such as 
math is to have on-call tutors for students to contact when questions arise similar to tech support 
call centers.  

Students also found that on-site facilitators were especially helpful when they closely 
monitored students’ progress and motivated them to more fully engage in learning activities. 
Facilitators were especially proactive at personally meeting with students to discuss their progress 
and at times even pulling them out of another class to do so. In contrast, students believed their 
online teachers regularly checked their progress but tended not to reach out to them or show any 
concern when they became inactive in the course. This left some students feeling like their online 
teacher was not invested in their learning and did not care if they were successful or not. One 
student shared, “I feel like they monitor our grades maybe more, but I feel like they care less about 
what the grade is.” Student emotions and motivation are strong predictors of K-12 online student 
success (Kim, Park, & Cozart, 2013). In fact, Roblyer et al. (2007) argued that student success in 
online courses has more to do with motivation than with their actual ability to understand the 
content. As a result, “facilitators that are directly working with students day by day are key to the 
success of the program” (Roblyer et al., 2007, p. 11). More research is needed that examines 
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students’ affective engagement and the types of interactions that best form caring relationships 
with students.  

 
Conclusion 

Online courses tend to have higher attrition rates than face-to-face counterparts, causing 
some to call for more expensive student support systems (de la Varre et al., 2014; Freidhoff, 2018; 
Taylor et al. 2016). While learning the actual course content can prove challenging, more 
frequently it appears that the flexible nature of online learning is most daunting for adolescents 
who tend to lack self-regulation abilities (Cavanaugh, 2007; Moore, 1993, 2007; Rice, 2006; Weil 
et al., 2013). Moore (1980) warned that “a learner cannot learn effectively if the educational 
transaction demands more autonomy than he is able to exercise” (p. 29). Roblyer et al. (2007) 
explained, “Students’ ability to handle distance education courses appears to depend more on 
motivation, self-direction, or the ability to take responsibility for individual learning” (p. 11). As 
a result, many students are failing online courses, not because they cannot learn the course content 
but because they cannot efficiently “learn now to learn online” (Lowes & Lin, 2015, p. 18). Many 
programs now require that students’ local brick-and-mortar schools provide them with on-site 
facilitators. Little is known about how students perceive the support they receive from their online 
teachers and on-site facilitators. In this research we found that students received a high level of 
support from both online teachers and on-site facilitators, with most of the support coming from 
the latter. This is in part because students felt somewhat uncomfortable communicating with 
teachers via email and became frustrated when having to wait a day—and at times much longer—
for a response. Students also appeared to be more comfortable communicating with their on-site 
facilitators face-to-face and found them to be more accessible. One student explained that it was 
“easier to ask someone in person.”  Students explained that they were comfortable communicating 
with their on-site facilitators because they were able to develop caring relationships with them 
through regular, sustained communication that often included social and personal topics. In 
contrast, students’ communication with their online teacher tended to focus mostly on course 
content. In fact, when teachers did share personal information or tried to get to know students on 
a personal level, their efforts were appreciated by some while others thought that it was “kind of 
weird because you’ve never met them.” Students also tended to see less value in forming 
relationships with their online teacher because those relationships ended with the course, whereas 
their relationships with the facilitator would extend further—possibly through all of their high 
school years. However, students still lamented that their online instructors felt more like “robots” 
than humans. Murphy and Rodriguez-Manzanares (2009) also recognized this issue and explained 
that teachers should work to establish a “personal connection, so students understand that there is 
a person behind the computer and not a robot” (p. 8).  

It is important to note that the three local brick-and-mortar schools sampled in this research 
were purposefully selected based on their high student pass rates and their impressive levels of on-
site facilitator engagement. Research has found that on-site facilitator engagement can vary greatly 
across schools; thus, the findings from this research cannot be generalized to other settings. On-
site facilitators in this research were highly engaged and successful at developing close, caring 
relationships with students, which likely reduced students’ perceived need to also develop similar 
relationships with their teachers. In cases when students have not developed close relationship with 
on-site facilitators, they may feel more of a desire to develop a relationships with the online 
teacher. As a result, additional research is needed that examines student-teacher relationships—
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especially from the student perspective—in various settings including supplemental online 
programs where students are not provided an on-site facilitator or where students’ facilitators are 
not as highly engaged in their learning. It is also possible that online teachers prioritized their 
efforts to develop relationships with students in schools with less engaged facilitators. More 
research examining teachers’ perceptions and strategies would provide additional insights. Future 
research should also use different methods such as direct observations and one-on-one interviews. 
While difficult, these type of research efforts could provide important insights into how students 
receive and perceive the support that is—or is not—offered to them and provide a better 
understanding of the strategies and skills that online teachers and on-site facilitators need to 
understand and develop in order to lower online course attrition rates.   
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