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ABSTRACT

DARLENE M. SCHAEFER. A Matter of Quality: Teacher Experiences and Perceptions
as Quality Matters™ Course Representatives. (Under the direction of BETH OYARZUN)

Teachers at K-12 supplemental virtual programs may support Quality Matters™ peer reviews for
organization-managed master courses. Although there are time, focus, and capacity concerns with this
practice as teachers in supplemental programs may not have expertise in designing virtual courses or
writing virtual content, the experience of serving as a Course Representative and applying the QM rubric
provides the potential for an enduring professional development opportunity that may enrich teachers’
commitments to virtual instruction and their understanding of the comprehensive virtual learning
environment. This qualitative case study explored the experiences and perspectives of seven high school
teachers at a state-led supplemental school who teach online and have served as Course Representatives
for organization-managed master course QM peer reviews. Document analysis and semi-structured
interviews served as sources of data, and data was coded using deductive codes from Ali and Wright’s
(2017) Online Faculty Professional Development model and inductive codes focused on participants’
experiences and perspectives. The study revealed that organization-based, participant-based, and mutual
factors led to teachers participating as Course Representatives. Thematic findings addressing their
experiences and perspectives identified challenges and critiques, but also benefits for the program and
individual teachers. Programs could boast an external seal of quality and educators could participate in an
educative professional development experience (Davis & Krajcik, 2005) that provides an enriched
understanding of the virtual learning environment and application in instruction and teacher leadership.
The study extends on the Ali & Wright (2017) model, integrating Cowan et al.’s (2017) “community of
practice” and educative curriculum experiences (Davis & Krajcik, 2005), as integral components of
program-based course quality assurance initiatives that involve active teacher participation. Further
research, including cross-site studies, quantitative research, or mixed methods inquiry that explore virtual

educators supporting a culture of quality at their respective institutions, may extend the study’s findings.
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CHAPTER ONE

Canvas, Moodle, Google Classroom, and Zoom gleamed from kitchen counters and coffee tables
throughout 2020, often becoming expressions of grievance for households when seven of ten K-12
schools across the nation suspended daily operations because of a global pandemic (Friedrich & Perotta,
2022; Molnar et al., 2023; National Center of Education Statistics, 2021). Although members of the
public expressed mixed perspectives about virtual learning during the time of COVID-19, educational
leaders and researchers have strived to distinguish between Emergency Remote Teaching (ERT) and
sustainable virtual programs. The former evolved as a part of crisis management, and the latter involves a
strategically designed infrastructure to support students in fully virtual settings (Gomez et al., 2022;
Hodges et al., 2020). Nevertheless, the global lens applied to virtual learning because of widespread shifts
during the pandemic publicly emphasized the importance of quality assurance and durable practice for K-
12 virtual programs (Francom, 2021; Hirsch et al., 2022).
Standards for Instruction and Course Design in Established K-12 Virtual Programs

While remote learning became a part of global discourse in 2020, K-12 virtual learning programs
have existed for over a quarter of a century, and many sustainable programs rely on strategic planning,
research-supported practice, and quality assurance metrics. Since the early years of K-12 virtual program
implementation, literature has identified several requisites for student success including consistent and
reliable technology, structured learning environments, support with self-regulation, and clear and
consistent communication streams (Barbour, 2022; Lee & Figueroa, 2012; Lowenthal et al., 2020;
Roblyer & Marshall, 2002; Sun & Rogers, 2021; Weiner, 2003). Additionally, inquiry on teachers in the
virtual environment found that educators, regardless of grade level, subject area, and years of experience,
require professional development focused on supporting students online (Archambault et al., 2022).

Collaborative research on K-12 virtual programs led to the establishment of several frameworks
to guide online instructional practice and online course design, including the Quality Matters™ (QM)
rubric (Archambault et al., 2022; Quality Matters™, 2022; Rice, 2014). QM, a nonprofit organization

supporting quality assurance for online courses, provides one of the most prolific course design rubrics



and frameworks applied in Higher Education and K-12 educational settings (Legon, 2015). QM rubrics
were created to guide educators and program leaders in the development, evaluation, and improvement of
online courses (Quality Matters™, 2022). An external peer review can provide a QM certification mark
indicating an online course has fulfilled the prescribed General Standards and Specific Review Standards
outlined in the rubric (Quality Matters™, 2022). Several supplemental K-12 virtual programs, programs
that are not diploma granting but provide expanded instructional offerings to students enrolled in schools
and districts across the respective states, apply standards and rubrics for online course design including
the QM rubric (VLLA, 2022). Programs affiliated with the Virtual Learning Leadership Alliance
(VLLA), a collaborative of supplemental K-12 virtual programs across the country, often place
organization-managed courses through a QM external peer review as a means of ensuring course quality
for adopters across the respective state. As of the third quarter of 2024, 249 courses authored through
state-led, supplemental, VLLA-affiliated member programs, received QM certification (Quality
Matters™, Reviews and Certifications, 2024; VLLA, 2024).

K-12 Teachers Participating in the QM Process

To support QM initiatives, state-led, supplemental, K-12 programs may rely on a pool of teachers
to serve as QM Course Representatives. Course Representatives are designated to prepare an online
course for peer review and serve as a point of contact for the external review team (Quality Matters™,
2022). According to QM, Course Representatives should have a working knowledge of the course,
prepare a course and supporting documents prior to the review, facilitate course changes as needed, and
address questions for the review team throughout the peer review process (Quality Matters™, Reviews
and Certifications, 2024).

A caveat to teachers serving as Course Representatives is some supplemental programs follow
organizational structures in which teacher expectations emphasize daily online instruction. Teachers are
not necessarily the designers or authors of online courses (Linton & Journell, 2015; Virtual Learning
Leadership Alliance, 2022). Supplemental programs may provide teachers with complete, standardized,

organization-managed master courses and structure the course development processes separately from



teacher instructional requirements (Linton & Journell, 2015). Therefore, teachers in K-12 supplemental
programs may have experience teaching online but not developing course content online. They may serve
as QM Course Representatives for courses they did not design or author.

Professional Development Potential of the QM Course Representative Process

There are divergent skills and tasks between teaching online and designing courses online
(Archambault et al., 2022; Crews & Wilkinson, 2015; Duncan & Barnett, 2010; Schmidt et al., 2013;
Stone & Springer, 2019). However, serving as a Course Representative provides teachers the opportunity
to demonstrate contextual skills and interact with multimedia in an environment comparable to the
environment in which they instruct. The hands-on and real-world aspects of the peer review process
correspond with research-supported features of effective professional development for online educators
(Dawson & Dana, 2014; Gomez et al., 2022; Rice & Dawley, 2009). Furthermore, the practical skill
application of the peer review process and the rubric’s emphasis on online course quality could enhance
teachers’ conceptual understanding of a fully virtual learning environment (Archambault et al., 2022;
Adair, 2017). Additionally, the novel experience of serving as a Course Representative and the
commitment required to follow through with the process, including the training and support needed to
ensure a successful review, may provide an enduring professional development experience for virtual
teachers (Ali & Wright, 2017).

Serving as a Course Representative may potentially expose educators to professional skills
relevant to online instruction; however, there are time and professional considerations for teachers serving
as Course Representatives for organization-managed master courses. Given the 24/7 nature of fully virtual
programs, managing time and multiple responsibilities are challenges even the most seasoned of
educators face when teaching online (Farmer & West, 2017). Before a teacher can begin the review
process, they must commit time and professional focus to learning and applying the QM rubric in
preparation for an official review (Gregory et al., 2020; Roehrs et al., 2013). Additionally, a course that is
actively used for instruction may need design and content updates to prepare for an external review, and

updating course content presents additional time and professional focus demands that diverge from



instructional responsibilities (Gregory et al., 2020; Linton & Journell, 2015; Roehrs et al., 2013). Course
Representatives must also prepare a course worksheet that provides course design specifications and
documentation correlating with QM rubric standards prior to a review (Quality Matters™, 2022). The
review period can take three weeks or longer to complete, and during this time, a Course Representative
must be available to address questions that may arise from the external review team (Quality Matters™,
2022). Additionally, results may indicate the need for a peer review amendment and course updates that
require additional time, focus, and professional reflection (Quality Matters™, 2022).

Not only are there time and focus concerns for teachers serving as Course Representatives, but
research on the effectiveness of QM implementation in fully virtual learning environments remains
inconclusive (Lee etal., 2020; Lynch & Gaston, 2020; Swan et al., 2012). Furthermore, the QM rubric
focuses on course design and not daily instruction which is the primary responsibility of virtual teachers
in supplemental programs. However, prior research has aligned QM’s design focus with instructional
frameworks. Bogle et al. (2009) and Swan et al. (2012) aligned the QM rubric to Garrison et al.’s
Community of Inquiry (COI) framework focused on cognitive presence, teacher presence, and social
presence in the online classroom (Garrison et al., 2000 as cited in Swan et al., 2012). Crews and
Wilkinson (2015) aligned the framework to Chickering and Gamson’s (1987) seven principles for good
practice in undergraduate education (Chickering & Gamson, 1987 as cited in Crews & Wilkinson, 2015).
Aligning QM’s course design focus with instructional frameworks might suggest improved teaching and
learning experiences from QM applications, but research has not clearly defined the perceived impact of
QM applications on professional practice.

Nevertheless, the QM rubric and the Course Representative experience may provide common
language and a more in-depth understanding of the virtual learning environment for teachers (Adair &
Shattuck, 2015; Baldwin, 2019; Shattuck, 2015). Additionally, research has suggested effective
professional development emphasizes the comprehensive teaching and learning experience in virtual
environments, distinguishing between online teaching and online facilitation (Archambault et al., 2022).

Serving as a Course Representative and reflecting on how outside individuals perceive course



components may compel teachers to consider how the combination of course design and daily teaching
activates student learning. Furthermore, the ongoing support and multi-step dynamic of serving as a
Course Representative throughout the peer review process potentially align with effective online
professional development models (Ali & Wright, 2017). The overall experience of participating in the
QM review process may provide ancillary benefits; potentially expanding a teacher’s understanding of the
fully virtual learning environment and the connection between instruction and course design.
Problem Statement

The QM rubric prevails as one of the most ubiquitous quality assurance frameworks for virtual
programs (Legon, 2015). State-led, supplemental program teachers may invest time and professional
focus to serve as Course Representatives for organization-managed master course reviews (Quality
Matters™, 2022; VLLA, 2022). However, research is not well-established regarding the impact of the
QM rubric in the K-12 virtual learning environment (Legon, 2015). Additionally, in many supplemental
programs, the core responsibility of teachers is to instruct students using a fully authored, organization-
managed master course and not design online courses (Linton & Journell, 2015; VLLA, 2022). Teachers
with online instructional expertise do not necessarily have online course design expertise (Crews &
Wilkinson, 2015; Schmidt et al., 2013; Stone & Springer, 2019; Trinter & Hughes, 2021). Whether
teachers benefit from the time and professional focus required to prepare and submit a course for QM
review beyond an outside accreditation of quality assurance remains indeterminate. However,
participating in official reviews as a Course Representative may provide a significant professional
opportunity that allows teachers to apply skills specific to the virtual learning environment, build
professional capacity, support the conceptualization of a fully virtual learning environment, and enhance
the commitment to high-quality virtual learning (Adair & Shattuck, 2015; Ali & Wright, 2017;
Archambault et al., 2022; Baldwin, 2019; Crews & Wilkinson, 2015; Duncan & Barnett, 2010; Schmidt

etal., 2013; Sheets et al., 2023; Stone & Springer, 2019).



Purpose and Research Questions

This qualitative case study explored the perspectives of K-12 virtual teachers at a state-led
supplemental school who share the common experiences of teaching online courses for a fully virtual
program and serving as Course Representatives for organization-initiated QM course reviews (Creswell &
Creswell, 2013). The study’s findings aim to guide K-12 educators on the potential professional impact of
serving as Course Representatives for organizational course reviews. Additionally, the study may provide
implications for professional development opportunities for virtual teachers and drive further research on
the implementation of quality assurance frameworks to enhance educator practice. Three research
questions guided this study and focused on the experiences and perspectives of teachers serving as Course
Representatives before, during, and after a QM review including:

RQ 1: What led K-12 virtual teachers to serve as QM Course Representatives?

RQ 2: What are the experiences and perspectives of K-12 virtual teachers serving as QM Course

Representatives?

RQ3: What aspects of the Course Representative experience do teachers perceive as significant to

professional development?
Conceptual Framework

The Course Representative experience provides several research-supported features of effective
professional development for virtual teachers (Archambault et al., 2022; Dawson & Dana, 2014; Gomez
et al. 2022; Rice & Dawley, 2009). For instance, throughout a peer review, Course Representatives
maintain several responsibilities, interact with tools and technologies, including the LMS and the QM
Course Review Management System (CRMS), and encounter scenarios specific to the virtual learning
environment (Quality Matters™, 2022). Additionally, the Course Representative process may provide an
enduring professional development experience that potentially builds online educator capacity (Ali &
Wright, 2017). QM does not provide a distinct professional development for the Course Representative
role; however, programs that leverage teachers to support organization-managed course peer reviews may

provide organization-based training to support teachers in the peer review process. The organizational



training and the hands-on Course Representative experience have the potential to provide a lasting
professional experience for teachers that enhances educator capacity and effectiveness.

Ali and Wright (2017) propose a four-tier pyramid model for online faculty professional
development aligned to QM implementation. Although designed specifically for Higher Education
faculty, Ali and Wright’s Online Faculty Professional Development model provides implications for K-12
teachers who might serve as Course Representatives for organization-managed master courses. The
pyramid follows faculty implementation of the QM rubric. The pyramid is set in four layers. At the base
of the pyramid is industry-standard preparation. The pyramid then progresses to the second layer of self-
reflection, the third layer of awareness of institutional resources, and the fourth layer of applying new
knowledge (Ali & Wright, 2017). While the pyramid model focuses on transformative professional
development experiences for online faculty, it could also align with the progression of the Course
Representative experience and an educator's enhanced commitment to quality online course design and
instruction throughout the peer review process. The Course Representative experience has the potential to
provide an enduring professional experience that enhances a virtual teacher’s overall capacities, bolsters
commitment to virtual instruction, and improves professional practice.

Figure 1 below presents a pyramid of the tiers of Ali and Wright’s (2017) Online Faculty
Professional Development model and provides annotations of the Course Representative process as a

sustaining professional development opportunity for virtual teachers.



Figure 1: Course Representative experience and alignment with Ali and Wright’s (2017) Online

Faculty Professional Development model. Figure 1 demonstrates the potential of the Course
Representative process to be an enduring professional development opportunity.
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Methodology

To address the research questions, an exploratory case study involving a purposeful sample of

Middle School and High School teachers who have experienced the QM rubric as Course Representatives

and teach at a state-led, K-12 supplemental virtual school was conducted. Exploratory case studies seek

“‘what’ and ‘what about’” (Yin, 2014) a situation or phenomenon and typically begin with a clear

rationale to drive the research (Yin, 2014). Exploring teachers’ perspectives of the QM Course

Representative experience at a specific, K-12 virtual school provided the foundation for inquiry.

A case study approach allowed for K-12 teacher experiences and perspectives to be examined in

the context of a fully virtual learning environment (Yin, 2014). Additionally, case study methodology

centered research around a “bounded system” (Merriam, p. 28, 2009). The bounds of the case included

the virtual teachers of a specific K-12 virtual school and their work supporting course design quality

assurance initiatives through service as QM Course Representatives. Case studies also pull from multiple



data sources to provide triangulation and increase reliability (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Merriam, 1998; Stake,
1995; Yazan, 2015; Yin, 2014). Data sources for this study included documents and document analysis
memos of organization-based Course Representative training materials, QM review process support
materials, and materials teachers provided to support the course review process. Data also included
transcripts and researcher memos from semi-structured interviews with a purposeful sample of teacher
participants. The interview protocol incorporated document discussion for elicitation response, providing
an opportunity for teachers to discuss materials they provided for the QM review process (Barton, 2015;
Douglas et al., 2015). Data was maintained in a case study database, and data was analyzed and coded
through multiple phases to establish patterns, themes, and converging evidence (Bingham, 2022; Yin,
2014).
Delimitations

Since the inquiry is a case study with a “bounded system” (Merriam, p. 28, 2009), all research
took place at a single, K-12, state-led, supplemental virtual school in the continental United States. All
participants were current virtual teachers at the school who had taught at least one-semester term since
serving as a QM Course Representative. To provide recent perspectives, teachers served as Course
Representatives no more than two years prior to the study.
Assumptions

Teachers who served as Course Representatives six months to two years before the study still
held accurate recollections of the QM course review process. Additionally, teachers who served as QM
Course Representatives at least six months prior to the study had time to reflect on the perceived
significance of the experience and the significance of the rubric in professional practice. Furthermore,
providing online teacher participants with a copy of the rubric and documents of the experience evoked
recall that could be integrated into discussion and elicit responses. It was also assumed that teachers who
continued to teach online at the case study site were committed to providing quality instruction for all
learners and wanted to engage in professional experiences they perceived as potentially impactful to

student growth.
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Significance of this Study

Although classroom learning resumes at the pre-pandemic scale, the virtual learning environment
still provides an opportunity to connect students, highly qualified teachers, and a robust curriculum
without geographical or time constraints (Barbour & Reeves, 2009; Berge & Clark, 2005; Cavanaugh,
2001; Cavanaugh et al., 2009). Despite the benefits of virtual learning, research reveals unstructured
approaches to online course design, haphazard online instruction, and lack of meaningful professional
development may result in learning setbacks (An et al., 2021). Quality assurance processes often support
virtual programs and provide structure and sustainability to programs. While the QM rubric proliferates
among K-12 virtual programs to structure course design and ensure quality (Legon, 2015; Quality
Matters™, 2022; VLLA, 2022), research is still emerging as to whether educator investment to learn
about the QM process and participate in an official review to support QM initiatives extends beyond an
external quality certification. Research on the experience and perspectives of teachers serving as a QM
Course Representative may guide online educators in setting goals and strategies for professional growth
and provide implications for programs leveraging teachers in course quality assurance initiatives.
Additionally, exploratory findings may guide further research on the significance of QM and other course
quality assurance frameworks on K-12 professional practice.
Chapter One Summary

Online instructional best practices and online course design processes include several criteria that
set virtual environments apart from traditional classroom environments (Archambault et al., 2022).
Professional development focused on engaging and connecting with students in a fully virtual
environment is a common prerequisite for all K-12 teachers regardless of their depth of knowledge and
experience in the classroom. Effective professional development for virtual teachers provides contextual
tasks and allows teachers to solve technology problems comparable to daily teaching experiences. Many
state-led, supplemental programs compartmentalize responsibilities, and teachers may teach from
organization-provided online courses they do not design. However, teachers at these supplemental schools

may be offered the option to participate in the QM course review process as Course Representatives, an
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opportunity that could resemble the contextual tasks, technology experience, and problem-solving skills
of instructing online. Although specifically focused on course design, the entire Course Representative
experience could align with Ali and Wright’s (2017) online professional development model and provide
an enduring experience significant to practice and effectiveness. The goal of this inquiry is to determine
what led teachers to participate in the QM review process as Course Representatives, what about the
experience they perceive as significant to professional development, and what about the rubric they find
applicable to professional practice.
Chapter Two Preview

Chapter Two will include a literature review of the early history of K-12 virtual learning in the
United States. Challenges for students and teachers in virtual learning environments and effective
professional development to support teachers in the virtual learning environment will be synthesized.
Standards and frameworks applied in online instructional practice and course design, specifically the QM
rubric, will be described. The official course review process and its alignment to online professional
development best practices and models will be described and provide context for the case study. Prior
findings on the impact of the QM rubric in higher education settings and K-12 settings will allude to the
potential findings of this research inquiry. Chapter Three will discuss the case study methodology applied
for data collection and data analysis. Chapter Four will review inquiry findings and discuss major themes
derived through data analysis. Chapter Five will compare study findings to prior research, discuss

implications, and suggest future research. Table 1 below presents the key terms for this study.
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Table 1: Key Terms and Definition

Term

Definition

Asynchronous

Course Review
Management System

Digital Accessibility

Emergency Remote
Teaching (ERT)

K-12

Learning Management
System (LMS)

Master Course

Online course design

Online professional
development

Quality Matters™ (QM)
Course Representative

Correspondence in virtual learning environment that occurs without
simultaneous interaction. Teachers and students may use tools such as
discussion boards, email, or course messaging, and there is a time delay
between interaction (VLLA, 2023; Wang, 2021)

The Course Review Management System (CRMS) is a sign-on system
house on the Quality Matters™ (QM) website that allows a subscribing
member to apply for an official QM review.

A commitment to ensuring all web-based content, including online course
materials, can be perceived by all students regardless of learning
disabilities. Individuals with disabilities must be able to perceive the
content fully, equally, and independently (VLLA, 2023; Web Accessibility
Initiative, 2023)

Instruction that moved fully online at a rapid pace because of crisis
management and mandated school closures during a global pandemic
(Gomez et al. 2022; Hodges et al., 2022).

Kindergarten through twelfth grade compulsory education which includes
elementary and secondary education and culminates in a high school
diploma (Arnesen et al., 2019).

A web-based platform for facilitating virtual learning. An LMS often
provides an eco-system for virtual learning including a means for
presenting and facilitating instructional content, a means for students to
submit work, a means for teachers to maintain grades, and a means for
students to interact with peers and teachers (Dindar et al., 2021; VLLA,
2023).

A complete online course an organization provides to teachers or faculty to
support standard design and instructional practice (Baldwin, 2019, Davis,
2018).

The strategic process of creating web-based courses that can connect
students and teachers (Quality Matters, 2022).

Professional development intended to prepare educators for work in fully
virtual learning environments. The professional development often
integrates practice, tools, and technology comparable to the environment in
which teachers will teach their students (Rice & Dawley, 2007).

An individual from a respective organization seeking Quality Matters™
(QM) peer review course certification who serves as a point person for the
peer review team (Quality Matters, 2022).



13

Table 2 (Continued): Key Terms and Definition

Quality Matters™ (QM) Peer Review

Quality Matters™ (QM) rubric

State-led virtual school

Supplemental virtual school

Synchronous

Virtual learning

Virtual teachers

An official Quality Matters™ (QM) review in
which a three-member review team consisting of a
Master Reviewer and two peer reviewers
evaluates the design of a course using an official
review system and the Quality Matters™ rubric
(Quality Matters, 2022).

A course review rubric for fully online or blended
courses consisting of eight general standards and
43 specific standards focused on overall course
design quality (Quality Matters, 2022).

State virtual schools provide online courses,
instructional, and professional development to
schools and districts throughout the respective
state. State virtual schools are often founded by
state legislation or a state-level agency and
receive operational funds from the state (VLLA,
2022).

A school that does not provide a diploma but
offers course work intended to enhance a
student’s schedule and support credit
requirements (VLLA, 2022).

Learning interaction that happens simultaneously
using tools such as video conference rooms; the
students and teachers may be separated
geographically (VLLA, 2022).

Learning that occurs using web-based tools that
allow students and teachers to interact without
geographic requirements. May also be used
interchangeably with virtual learning (Watson &
Kalmon, 2005; VLLA, 2022).

Teachers who instruct and connect with students
in virtual environments, often using pre-designed
curriculum.
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CHAPTER TWO

Chapter two begins with an overview of early research in K-12 virtual learning and the
establishment of K-12 virtual programs throughout the country. The needs of K -12 learners in the virtual
learning environment and the instructional practice and professional learning demands to support student
success are examined. Refined best practices resulting from the forced implementation of Emergency
Remote Teaching (ERT) during the pandemic are synthesized. Standards for online quality, specifically
the QM rubric are discussed. The QM rubric and its role in guiding online course design quality are
explored (Quality Matters, 2023). The Course Representative process and its parallels with effective
professional development for online educators are analyzed. Prior impact studies of QM in Higher
Education settings and how the rubric is applied in K-12 course development are reviewed.
Purpose and Research Questions

This qualitative case study explored the perspectives of K-12 virtual teachers at a state-led
supplemental school who share the common experiences of teaching online courses for a fully virtual
program and serving as Course Representatives for organization-initiated QM course reviews (Creswell &
Creswell, 2013). The study’s findings aim to guide K-12 educators on the potential professional impact of
serving as Course Representatives for organizational course reviews. Additionally, the study may provide
implications for professional development opportunities for virtual teachers and drive further research on
the implementation of quality assurance frameworks to enhance educator practice. Three research
guestions guided this study and focused on the experiences and perspectives of teachers serving as Course
Representatives before, during, and after a QM review including:

RQ 1: What led K-12 virtual teachers to serve as QM Course Representatives?

RQ 2: What are the experiences and perspectives of K-12 virtual teachers serving as QM Course

Representatives?

RQ3: What aspects of the Course Representative experience do teachers perceive as significant to

professional development?
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Research on K-12 Virtual Learning Environments
Early Research in K-12 Online Instruction

As a result of national, state, and local policies and initiatives to expand virtual learning options
for students, K-12 virtual programs launched across the country around the start of the millennium. K-12
programs took on a variety of forms including state-led or district-led supplemental virtual programs,
single or multi-district cyber schools, and cyber charter schools (Barbour & Reeves, 2009; Cavanaugh,
2001; Cavanaugh, et al 2009; Hasler et al., 2014; Rice 2006; Rice, 2014; Smith et al., 2005; Watson &
Kalmon, 2005; Watson & Murin, 2014). Virtual learning allows students to expand the learning
environment beyond geographical boundaries and scheduling constraints (Cavanaugh, 2001; Barbour &
Reeves, 2009; Cavanaugh et al., 2009; Harvey et al., 2014; Watson & Kalmon, 2005; Watson & Murin,
2014). Because virtual programs provide expanded course offerings, connect students and highly
qualified teachers, and can raise the bar for quality education through the opportunity technology affords,
early adopters perceived its promise to leverage educational inequities (Barbour & Reeves, 2009; Berge
& Clark, 2005; Cavanaugh, 2001; Cavanaugh et al., 2009).

During the years of initial implementation, demand was strong, and virtual program start-ups
began at a rapid pace throughout the country; however, best practices in K-12 virtual learning were not
well established (Barbour, 2007; Ferdig et al., 2009). Anecdotal evidence from states (Watson & Kalmon,
2005) and emerging research discovered the learning support needs of K-12 students online, and the need
for professional development focused specifically on supporting students in virtual programs
(Archambault et al., 2022; Arnesen et al., 2018; Cyrs, 1997). Additionally, strategic course design and
strategic instructional strategies centered around student success were found to be critical in the virtual
environment (Cavanaugh et al., 2004; Barbour, 2011; Roblyer & Marshall, 2002).

K-12 Learner Needs in the Virtual Environment

Emerging research found that although virtual environments could provide students with access

to high-quality teachers and coursework, they could introduce barriers to student success including

device, connectivity, and technology experience inequities (Berge & Clark, 2005). Students, particularly
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those in K-12 virtual environments, require consistent and reliable technology, structured learning
environments, and support in learning how to learn online (Barbour, 2007; Lee & Figueroa, 2012;
Lowenthal et al., 2020; Roblyer & Marshall, 2002; Weiner, 2003). Educators must anticipate providing
support for learners in the virtual environment who have experienced academic and motivational
challenges in traditional settings (Repetto et al., 2010; Rice & Carter 2015). Maintaining visibility and
establishing a social presence can support learners who may disengage in online settings (Kipp & Rice,
2019). Furthermore, students enrolled in virtual schools, particularly supplemental programs intended to
augment students’ schedules by offering credit requirements not offered at an enrolling school or without
time constraints and conflicts of a standard school schedule (VLLA, 2022), knowing who to reach out to
at the supplemental level and the building level for support also becomes a concern (Barbour, 2022).

Learner engagement is another consideration for student success in the virtual learning
environment. Engaged learners are more likely to enact behaviors that lead to success (Anderson, 2019;
Curtis & Werth, 2015; Kipp & Rice, 2019; Siko & Barbour, 2022). Students who experience success and
engagement in the traditional classroom setting are more likely to be successful and engaged in the virtual
setting (Kipp & Rice, 2019; Roblyer, 2005; Roblyer & Marshall, 2002). Engagement can happen through
student-centered design that allows learners to collaborate (Lee & Figueroa, 2012), communicate freely
with teachers and peers (Muljana & Luo, 2019), and display cognitive mastery of academic achievement
goals (Anderson, 2019).

Anderson (2019) identified three dimensions of student engagement: cognitive engagement,
behavioral engagement, and affective/emotional engagement. Cognitive engagement involves the
resources and skills students use when engaging in the classroom setting (Anderson, 2019). Cognitive
engagement can involve how students use technology and devices to engage and build success.
Behavioral engagement in the online classroom includes regular participation, such as logging in,
accessing materials on a routine basis, and successfully completing activities (Anderson, 2019). Affective
and emotional engagement pertains to how students feel when they are engaging in an activity or in the

classroom setting (Anderson, 2019).
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Multi-dimensions of student engagement may require multi-layered stakeholder support (Borup et
al., 2020). Students benefit from collaborative support structures in which individuals at the building
level, home level, and virtual level work together to fulfill students' best interests (Greer et al., 2014).
Support from multiple angles can help students meet the technological, instructional, and social demands
of virtual learning (Rice, 2006). Additionally, using tools and features that allow for real-time
engagement and instant messaging communication can help build community even in the asynchronous
learning environment, a dynamic in which students learn independently and not in real-time with
classmates and teachers (Borup et al., 2014; Borup, 2016; Kiekel et al., 2019).

Differences Between Classroom and Online Best Practices

The right variables, including instructor presence, a well-designed curriculum, appropriate work
environments, and networks of support to build learning and technology confidence, can lead to student
achievement in the virtual environment (Roblyer & Marshall, 2004; Stone & Springer, 2019). The
instructor plays a critical role in ensuring students receive the support to engage and succeed in the online
classroom (Archambault et al., 2022; Bickle & Rucker, 2021; Kipp & Rice, 2019). Early implementation
and research implied virtual teachers experienced several professional demands specific to the virtual
environment. Virtual teachers must be highly qualified in a respective subject area and grade level, and
they need specialized preparation and support to build instructional skills divergent from standard
classroom practice (Archambault, 2010; Ames et al., 2021; Blomeyer & Cavanaugh, 2007; DiPietro et al.,
2008, Samuel, 2022). They must demonstrate subject expertise, technology proficiency, and understand
how technology can improve the delivery of specific content (Ames et al. 2021; Archambault, 2010;
Barbour et al., 2014; Bitun, 2021; Davis et al., 2007; Dishon, 2022; Niess, 2005, Ntuli & Kyei-Blankson,
2016, Samuel, 2022). Virtual learning requires teachers to deliver instruction, build connections,
administer assessments, provide learning experiences, and demonstrate classroom management strategies
specific to the fully virtual environment (DiPietro et al., 2008; Duncan & Barnett, 2010). Additionally,
virtual teachers often use multiple tools simultaneously to implement instruction and foster student

connections (Blomeyer & Cavanaugh, 2007; Dishon, 2022). They often instruct in a Learning
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Management System (Dindar et al., 2021) and create and adapt online tools and technologies
(Archambault et al., 2022; Barbour et al., 2014; Beetham & Sharp, 2019; Cavanaugh et al., 2009; Davis et
al., 2007; Ntuli & Kyei-Blankson, 2016).

In addition to mastering the tools and technology and aligning them to content delivery, teachers
must support and engage students in the virtual learning environment (DiPietro et al., 2008; DiPietro,
2010). To support and engage students, teachers must demonstrate virtual presentation skills,
collaboration techniques, and questioning strategies to effectively reach students in the virtual learning
environment (Cyrs, 1997). However, preemptively planning for engaging learning experiences is only one
consideration. Discerning what presents as student engagement and disengagement in the online
classroom is another, and discerning engagement may be complex and multi-layered (Bergdahl, 2022;
Bergdahl & Bond, 2022). Engagement may present as logging in and making good grades; however, the
multi-dimensional aspects of engagement including how students interact with the content and socially
engage with peers and teacher in the virtual environment may be more challenging to discern (Anderson,
2019; Bergdahl, 2022; Bollinger & Martin, 2018; Borup, 2016; Borup et al., 2014; Deng et al., 2022;
Hollingshed, 2022). Being able to discern how engagement or disengagement manifests in the virtual
environment is essential to fostering student relationships, interest, and participation in virtual
environments (Bergdahl, 2022; Bergdahl & Bond, 2022).

Beyond providing engaging experiences and monitoring student engagement, building virtual
connections becomes a part of the classroom management aspect of the virtual environment. Educators
must communicate with students, often exclusively through online tools (Dindar et al., 2021; Moore-
Adams et al., 2016). Online pedagogy and connection routines should foster a connective learning
environment and provide a viable proxy for the visual cues, physical proximity, and real-time interaction
of a brick-and-mortar classroom environment (Rozitis, 2017).

Legal and ethical considerations are also areas of concern, including providing web-based
resources according to fair use and copyright requirements. Kimmons (2014) shared educators may have

false confidence about their understanding of the appropriate use of Open Educational Resources (OER)
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and copyright and fair use guidelines. Specific training regarding OER resources, copyright, and fair use
online may assist teachers in the proper use of digital materials (Kimmons, 2014). Additionally, teachers
must apply digital accessibility guidelines and protect learner privacy and safety online when procuring,
presenting, and creating virtual learning resources (Cavanaugh et al., 2009).

The 24/7 nature of the virtual environment also presents context-specific time management
challenges for teachers. Research reveals because of the strenuous workflow of a virtual environment,
teachers need support managing time and setting professional priorities (Farmer & West, 2017).
Additionally, supporting students working asynchronously and independent of immediate interaction
presents further management challenges for teachers in virtual programs (Borup et al., 2014; Borup, 2016;
Kiekel et al., 2019).

Professional Development for Online Practice

The variations between virtual environments and classroom environments present several
considerations for effective professional development and support for teachers. Because online teaching
includes distinct skills, experiences, and standards, it also requires distinct professional development and
professional competencies for educators (Archambault et al., 2022; Davis et al., 2007; Kearsley &
Blomeyer, 2004; Storandt et al., 2012, Samuel, 2022). Foremost, teachers, regardless of their prior
teaching experience, require some form of ongoing professional development to succeed online (Rice &
Dawley, 2009). Rice and Dawley’s (2009) national survey of teachers and administrators revealed
throughout various virtual program models including full-time enrollment programs, supplemental
enrollment programs, district-led programs, and charter programs, between 83.3% and 92.7% of the
teaching faculty received some sort of professional development targeted at online instructional practice
prior to or during their initial online instructional experience. The content focus and the method of
delivery of professional development should also vary depending on program and educator goals (Rice &
Dawley, 2009).

Desimone (2011) identified core features of professional development including content focus,

active learning, coherence, duration, and collective participation. Dawson and Dana (2014) aligned
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Desimone’s core features with effective professional development designed to prepare teachers for online
instruction. Dawson and Dana (2014) applied content focus and the defined roles and responsibilities of
stakeholders in virtual learning to Desimone’s framework. Additionally, they noted professional
development for online instruction should involve active learning and use the variety of multimedia
formats educators would use with students in a virtual environment (Dawson & Dana, 2014). Further,
Dawson and Dana (2014) suggested professional development be clear and coherent and coincide with
prescribed educator standards for online practice. Moreover, professional development should blend
shorter and longer learning opportunities and focus on technical skills and best practices for teaching
online, and the methods of delivery for professional development should involve collective and
collaborative participation (Barbour et al., 2014; Dawson & Dana, 2014). Rice & Dawley (2009) also
revealed the preference for practical, just-in-time professional development that blended technology skills
along with tacit pedagogical skills, including how to meet the needs of diverse learners and build
community in the virtual learning environment.

Professional development designed to prepare teachers to teach online should emphasize the
unique nature of the fully virtual environment (Archambault et al., 2022; Ames et al., 2021; Archambault,
2010; Archambault & Kennedy, 2014; Cyrs, 2007, Dawson & Dana, 2014; Rice & Dawley, 2009,
Samuel, 2022). Emphasizing virtual learning theory and the psychological aspect of teaching online is
imperative to both pre-service and in-service teachers (Rice & Dawley, 2009). Additionally, ongoing
professional development for virtual teachers should distinguish between online teaching and online
facilitation (Archambault et al., 2022). While the craft of teaching emphasizes relationship building,
guidance toward mastery, and strategies to support personalized learning and engagement with students,
these factors take on a different form in the virtual environment (Archambault et al., 2022; Ames et al.,
2021; Archambault, 2010; Archambault & Kennedy, 2014, Samuel 2022). Furthermore, learning that is
not time or geographically-bound often requires professional development emphasizing organizational
skills and time management in a fully virtual environment (Farmer & West, 2017). Additionally, given

the consistent use of multimedia in a fully online environment, teachers benefit from educative
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experiences that allow them to select and activate curriculum materials in fully online learning
environments (Davis & Krajcik, 2005).

Research presents the correlation between student success and student engagement in virtual
learning; therefore, understanding how to engage learners online is an essential skill of effective online K-
12 teachers (Anderson, 2019; Bergdahl, 2022; Bergdahl & Bond, 2022). However, Bergdahl (2022)
indicates engagement is a complex phenomenon that presents challenges based primarily on emotions
versus cognition. The qualitative research findings imply teachers recognize when students are
disengaged, but teachers need more professional support to better understand how to intervene when
students do disengage (Bergdahl, 2022).

Furthermore, since virtual learning is dependent on technology skill and application, professional
development for virtual teachers should incorporate strategies for integrating technology and facilitating
instruction in a Learning Management System (LMS) (Dikkers, 2015; Rice & Dawley, 2009). Not only
should teachers master the tools, technology, and an LMS themselves, but they also need professional
preparation to support students through technology challenges. Teachers benefit from professional
development focused on addressing technology inequities and managing situations where tools or
technology may fail or become unreliable for students (Hughes & Morrison, 2023). Teachers themselves
may require ongoing professional development to address technology concerns, pedagogy support,
instructional design guidance, and administrative guidance (Barbour et al., 2014; Davis & Krajcik, 2005;
Farmer & West, 2017; Kearsley & Blomeyer, 2004). Teaching with technology starts at the skill level by
addressing task-specific problems and then through contextual application and enactive practice, which
builds confidence and advances educator skills (Ferdig et al., 2009; Gomez et al., 2022).

Teachers learn by doing and need to develop flexible knowledge bases to truly achieve teaching
expertise. Not only is the content focus of effective professional development for virtual teachers varied,
but the method of delivery should also offer variety. Teachers and leaders prefer flexible delivery of
professional development including in-person training, online course work, opportunities to learn through

social networks, direct mentorship, and customizable opportunities depending on the content and
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individual teacher (Morrison & Hughes, 2023; Rice & Dawley, 2009; Trust & Horrocks, 2017). Many
classroom teachers transition immediately to online or work online and in the classroom simultaneously
and research has confirmed a combination of delivery modes and sustained duration of professional
development is beneficial (Farmer & West, 2017; Larson and Archambault, 2019).

New technologies continue to create opportunities for designing and delivering content for
instructional and learning purposes (Al-Harthi et al, 2018; Bai, 2019; Ertmer, 2005). However, new
technological opportunities bring about novel challenges. The virtual environment will always be
dynamic, and successful teachers will need to constantly refresh technology and pedagogy skills and
experience (Dishon, 2021). Teachers need to know how to set the stage to help students, whether for in-
person, online, or remote teaching (Al-Harthi et al, 2018; Gomez et al., 2022). Ongoing training,
opportunities to learn by doing, and opportunities to experience virtual learning as students themselves
can benefit teachers as they build and maintain the capacity to teach students fully online (Archambault et
al., 2022; Archambault & Larson, 2015; Larson & Archambault, 2019). Frameworks and technical
guidance, including the QM rubric may support professional development designed to guide online
practice.

Takeaways from the Pandemic and Emergency Remote Learning

During the early years of K-12 research and implementation, it was common to define preferred
learner attributes such as autonomy, time management skills, a clear locus of control of the surrounding
environment, prerequisite technical skills, and a strong sense of academic integrity (Cavanaugh et al.,
2004; Lee & Figueroa, 2012; Lowes & Lin, 2015; Rice, 2006). However, the needs of students who might
face challenges including learning disabilities (Hirsch et al., 2022), language learning factors (Hernandez
et al., 2021), historical underrepresentation (Rigaud et al., 2022), and consistent access require additional
pedagogical considerations (Baker & Fitzpatrick, 2022; Crouse & Rice, 2018; Greer et al., 2014; Repetto
et al., 2010; Vasquez & Serianni, 2012) While research of how to meet the needs of diverse learners did

emerge following the broad establishment of K-12 virtual schools, COVID-19 and forced-implementation
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of emergency remote teaching (ERT) presented unprecedented challenges for educators (Eadens et al.,
2022; Francom et al., 2021; Leech et al., 2022).

Although researchers and virtual learning leaders strive to distinguish between Emergency
Remote Teaching (ERT), which evolved as a part of crisis management, and sustainable virtual learning,
which involves strategic planning and the orchestration of an online eco-system to support learners
(Gomez et al. 2022; Hodges et al, 2022), some challenges uncovered during ERT could also apply to
sustained virtual environments. Equity challenges, particularly regarding technology access, student
support, and diverse learner needs, including providing for digital accessibility, came into sharp focus
during the pandemic (An et al. 2021, An et al., 2022; Arnett, 2021; Czerniewicz et al., 2020; Flynn, 2020;
Friedrich & Perotta, 2022). Showing empathy, accounting for the emotional trauma students were
experiencing, and providing for the social support that learners would be more likely to receive in a
traditional brick-and-mortar environment were important considerations during worldwide school
closures (Flynn, 2020; Rigaud et al., 2022; Siko & Barbour, 2022).

As the reach of fully virtual learning expanded during the pandemic, additional professional
learning and student and teacher support concerns pressed education leaders (Arnett, 2021; Eadens et al.,
2022, Francom et al., 2021). Arnett (2021) conducted a survey of teachers and administrators across the
nation to capture instructional practices that were applied during the pandemic. The survey revealed that
prior to the pandemic, only 16% of teachers taught online on a regular basis. During the fall of 2020, that
percentage increased to 83% (Arnett, 2021). Arnett (2021) found that during the pandemic, many
educators tried to replicate what they were already doing in the classroom remotely instead of using the
shift as an opportunity to innovate with technology. Although students have since returned to the
classroom, blended, hybrid, and fully virtual learning options remain, and educational leaders must
reassess how technologies are adopted and administered so the prime focus of educational innovation
centers around student learning (Arnett, 2021). Arnett (2021) suggests educator micro-credentialing can

lead to more student-centered online practices.
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The pandemic blurred distinctions between in-person and virtual learning (Anderson, 2021). It
also exposed inequities regarding technology and quality curriculum access (Rigaud et al., 2022; Siko &
Barbour, 2022). The days of preferred learner attributes and the virtual environment being a niche interest
passed, and an educator’s ability to seamlessly shift instruction online presented a new reality of teaching
(Hodges et al., 2022). Continuing to provide guidance so educators can meet the needs of diverse learners
in virtual environments is of paramount importance. Standards and frameworks such as the QM rubric
that are derived from collaborative research may be able to provide appropriate direction for virtual
program leaders.

Collaborative Networks and Standards for Online Instruction

As virtual schools and programs saw rapid growth in the first decade of the 21% century, state
policymakers probed how virtual programs were performing (Rice, 2014). Since the late 20" century,
accountability measures, often in the form of content area standards have become an integral part of
educational policy in America (Rice, 2014). Policy, coupled with research, drove initiatives to draft
standards for K-12 online education practice including the International Society for Technology
Education (ISTE) standards and the National Standards for Quality (NSQ) Online Teaching.

K-12 Collaborative Networks and Instructional Standards

The International Society for Technology Education (ISTE) began in 1978, a few decades ahead
of the K-12 virtual education boom, as a collaborative organization of K-12 and university educators with
common beliefs about technology in education (ISTE, 2023). ISTE established educator standards
focused on how educators can help empower students through technology (ISTE, 2023). The standards
define a teacher’s position in transformative technology practice as a blend of interrelated roles, including
Learner, Leader, Citizen, Collaborator, Designer, Facilitator, and Analyst (ISTE, 2023). While not
specific to fully online schools, the ISTE standards provide a technology implementation framework for
educators, and states across the nation have adopted the standards for their own digital learning plans
(Ellis et al., 2021, ISTE, 202; NCDPI, 2023). Many states also provide guidance on educator

competencies that align with ISTE and include skills that teachers and leaders should demonstrate to
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create effective digital learning environments and apply digital competencies in subject-specific areas
(Rice & Bailon, 2022).

Another set of standards often applied in virtual learning programs is the National Standards for
Quality (NSQ). The NSQ standards are grouped into standards for course design, program design and
operations, and teaching (NSQ, 2022). The standards were drafted in 2007 through a collaboration
between the North American Council for Virtual learning (iNACOL) and the Southern Regional
Education Board (SREB). While ISTE was intended to provide research and standards for technology
integration (ISTE, 2023), iINACOL research and advocacy focused specifically on fully virtual learning
environments (Aurora Institute, 2023). The standards for online teaching provide guidance and flexibility
for adopters and include eight standard categories: Professional Responsibilities, Digital Pedagogy,
Community Building, Learner Engagement, Digital Citizenship, Diverse Instruction, Assessment and
Measurement, and Instructional Design (NSQ, 2023).

The NSQ Teaching standards include indicators with explanations and examples, providing
clarity on certain indicators that may be variable depending on the setup of a program (NSQ, 2023). The
standards are continuously revised to integrate best practices and have since transitioned to the oversight
of the Virtual Learning Leadership Alliance (VLLA), a collaborative of supplemental virtual programs
across the country, QM (VLLA, 2023, NSQ, 2023), and the Digital Learning Collaborative (DLC), a
membership community focused on the dissemination of research and advocacy for digital learning
(NSQ, 2023; DLC, 2023).

While ISTE provides specific standards for educators, and NSQ has distinguishing standards for
teaching, courses, and programs, QM focuses specifically on course design. Online instruction strategies
and frameworks often include course design components. For instance, “Designer” is one role
distinguished in ISTE’s standards for educators (ISTE, 2023). Additionally, the NSQ standard focuses on
Instructional Design and emphasizes how teachers design learning experiences for students (NSQ, 2023).
However, it is important to note that NSQ’s Instructional Design Standard and its clarifying standards are

considered optional as “instructional design does not always fall under online teaching responsibilities”
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(NSQ, 2023). Course design emphasizes what takes place to preemptively plan and design a virtual
curriculum. Yang distinguishes instructional strategies, actions such as posting announcements, sending
email reminders, providing feedback, grading for students, and interacting with students from
instructional design which often takes place preemptively from instruction and focuses on the design and
authorship of a virtual curriculum (Yang, 2017).
The Quality Matters™ Rubric
QM supports quality assurance for online courses and develops and maintains rubrics for Higher

Education and K-12 learning environments (Quality Matters, 2022). QM rubrics were created to guide
educators and programs in the development, evaluation, and improvement of online courses and present
frameworks specific to course design. The K-12 rubric was first released in 2010 based on collaborative
input from online educators and instructional designers (Quality Matters, 2022). The K-12 rubric,
currently in its fifth edition, is organized into eight General Standards and 43 Specific Review Standards.
The eight General Standards present an element of online course design:

e General Standard 1: Course Overview and Introduction

e General Standard 2: Learning Objectives or Competencies

e General Standard 3: Assessment and Measurement

e General Standard 4: Instructional Materials

e General Standard 5: Learning Activities and Learner Interaction

e General Standard 6: Course Technology

e General Standard 7: Learner and Instructor Support

e General Standard 8: Accessibility and Usability (Quality Matters, 2022).

A distinguishing feature of the QM rubric is the alignment among the course components

(Quality Matters, 2022). Learning objectives (General Standard 2), assessments and measurement
(General Standard 3), instructional materials (General Standard 4), learning activities and learning

interaction (General Standard 5), and course technology (General Standard 6), all work together to guide
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student outcomes (Quality Matters, 2022). Each General Standard is broken down into several Specific
Review Standards that identify precise course criteria. Each Specific Review Standard includes
annotations that provide examples of course components that can meet the specific standard. For instance,
General Standard 2 focuses on Learning Objectives and is broken down into four Specific Review
Standards. Specific Review Standard 2.1 focuses on course-level learning objectives. Specific Review
Standard 2.2 focuses on module or unit-level learning objectives. Specific Review Standard 2.3 evaluates
whether the course objectives align with state standards or other required standards such as Advanced
Placement standards. Specific Review Standard 2.4 addresses whether the objectives are written for the
target student audience (Quality Matters, 2022). The annotation for Specific Review Standards 2.3,
suggests one way the course can meet Specific Review Standard 2.3 is if the course worksheet includes a
comprehensive alignment chart that demonstrates congruence between the course objectives and the
prescribed standards for the course (Quality Matters, 2022).

Each Specific Review Standard is categorized as Essential, Very Important, or Important. The
categories align with the rubric scoring system as each Specific Review Standard receives a set number of
points. The Essential Specific Review Standards are valued at three points, and each essential standard
must be met to earn certification. Very Important Specific Review Standards are worth two points, and
Important Specific Review Standards are worth one point (Quality Matters, 2022). The two-point and
one-point standards are not required to meet QM certification; however, a course must receive a total of
94/111 points to receive official Quality Matters distinction (Quality Matters, 2022).

The QM Peer Review Process

Prior to submitting a course for official review, a QM subscribing organization must designate a
Course Representative, an individual responsible for preparing a course for peer review. Although QM
does not provide official training for Course Representatives, QM defines several responsibilities for
Course Representatives before, during, and after a peer review (Quality Matters Course Representative
Description, 2020). Prior to a review, the Course Representative may prepare the course ahead of time

and customize the course to convey instructor presence through welcome announcements and course and



28

teacher orientation materials. Course Representatives must also complete the course worksheet, detailing
the design and setup of the course in an online Course Review Management System (CRMS) (Quality
Matters Course Representative Description, 2020). Populating the course worksheet often requires the
teacher to carefully evaluate the course in areas such as alignment, learner interaction, learner support,
and digital accessibility. Additionally, a Course Representative enrolls the peer review team into the
course and serves as a point of contact for the review team during a QM review (Quality Matters Course
Representative Description, 2020).

During an official review, a QM review team led by a Master Reviewer who has received training
on the K-12 rubric, the peer review process, and the master reviewer process will lead a team consisting
of a peer reviewer and subject matter expert (SME) reviewer, each trained in the rubric and the peer
review process. The SME reviewer is also certified in the content area of the course under review (Quality
Matters, 2022). During a three-week course review period, each member of the review team will
individually evaluate the course and then meet to discuss before the Master Reviewer submits the final
report. As questions arise, the Master Reviewer may reach out to the Course Representative for clarity. To
receive official QM certification, the course must demonstrate each Specific Review Standard within an
85% threshold to receive a distinction of “Met” from each reviewer (Quality Matters, 2022). The one
exception is standard 2.3, which focuses on state or accepted standards alignment, which must be met at
100%. Annotations in the CRMS provide guidance on how a Specific Review Standard can be fulfilled.
The annotations are available only to subscribing QM members (Quality Matters, 2022). To earn points
for a Specific Review Standard, two or more members of the three-person review team must determine a
standard as “Met.” If two or more reviewers determine a standard is “Not Met,” no points are earned for
that standard (Quality Matters, 2022). Reviewers must provide evidence to determine if a course meets or
does not meet a specific standard, and reviewers must provide clear suggestions for improvement if a
specific standard is not met.

After a review is complete, a Course Representative must review the report and submit an

outcome response form in the CRMS (Quality Matters Course Representative Description, 2020). If a
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course does not pass a review, the Course Representative and subscribing virtual organization initiating
the review have the option to place the course through amendment. During the 14-week amendment
phase, the Course Representative must review the suggestions for improvement and revise the course
based on feedback. Once the updates are complete, the Course Representative completes an amendment
form and prompts the master review to review course updates and determine final approval (Quality
Matters Course Representative Description, 2020).

In addition to individual course reviews, subscribing organizations may apply for a Template
Review (Quality Matters™, 2024). Organizations intending to submit five or more courses for review and
follow a template across course disciplines can apply for a Template Review to allow for cost and
efficiency benefit (Quality Matters™, 2024). Template Reviews emphasize 15 Specific Review Standards
that you would expect to see across program courses in areas like the course overview and introduction
(part of General Standard One), course technology (part of General Standard Six), learner support (all
General Standard Seven), and accessibility (part of General Standard Eight).

The review process is intended to guide continuous improvements to promote student success in
online courses, and QM acknowledges the subjectivity of an outside peer review through underlying
principles (Quality Matters, 2022). While the rubric includes specific standards and criteria, the review
process is intended to be a part of a continuous cycle of improvement; centered on research and student
learning; collegial, as opposed to diagnostic or judgmental; and collaborative, not only in terms of the
review team but in terms of flexible application of the standards (Quality Matters, 2022).

K-12 Teachers Serving as QM Course Representatives

State-led virtual programs, including schools in the VLLA, implement instructional standards
such as NSQ or ISTE standards to guide instructional practice and teaching quality, and they also submit
online courses to QM to ensure online course quality (VLLA, 2022). The common VLLA practice of
ensuring quality at the instructional and course design levels, respectively, concurs with research findings.
Strong instructor presence and a well-designed course, specific for fully online delivery, provide the best

experience and outcomes for students (Schmidt et al., 2013; Stone & Springer, 2019).
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To support QM initiatives, state-led, supplemental, K-12 virtual programs often rely on an online
teacher pool to serve as Course Representatives. Serving as a Course Representative and preparing a
course for review can stretch the demands of virtual teachers as they must balance course design-focused
tasks along with the strenuous responsibilities of teaching online (Farmer & West, 2017, Quality
Matters™, 2022). Daily teaching responsibilities include engaging students online, monitoring student
progress, maintaining records, and establishing professional communication streams with students and
stakeholders (Larkin et al., 2016). Since QM does not provide official training for Course
Representatives but does define roles and responsibilities, subscribing programs may provide their own
internal training to support teachers serving as Course Representatives. Although participating as a
Course Representative presents time and professional commitment requirements for both the teacher and
the organization, the process has the potential to provide effective professional development for teachers
and build online educator expertise. Adair (2017) suggests building a community of individuals with QM
expertise can support broad and sustainable implementation.

Ali & Wright (2017) propose a pyramid-style online faculty professional development model
specifically aligned with QM program initiatives. The model suggests ongoing QM implementation and
support could build educator commitment to effective online practice and provide a sustaining
professional development experience for online faculty. Although originally designed for Higher
Education faculty, Ali and Wright’s (2007) model provides implications for K-12 teachers who might
serve as Course Representatives for organization-managed master courses. The framework presents the
progression of educator commitment throughout QM implementation and provides implications for the
possible impact of the Course Representative experience on a teacher’s professional practice. See Figure
1 introduced in Chapter 1.

At the base of the pyramid framework is industry standard preparation (Ali & Wright, 2017). QM
provides a prescribed eight General Standards and 43 Specific Review Standards rubric for peer review.
QM does not provide official Course Representative training, but it does specify responsibilities for

Course Representatives, including preparing a course for review, submitting a course worksheet that
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presents course specifications and alignment, and serving as a point of contact for an external review team
(Quality Matters™, 2022). To support understanding of these responsibilities and the rubric overall, state-
led virtual programs may provide a high-level orientation of the rubric and the overall course review
process for teachers supporting QM reviews. The program-furnished training, which introduces Course
Representative responsibilities and an overview of the rubric, functions as industry-standard preparation.
Teachers commit to learning the rubric and peer review process and serve as Course Representatives for a
respective organization.

The second layer of Ali & Wright’s model emphasizes professional self-reflection. As Course
Representatives, teachers prepare an online course for external review, populate the course worksheet,
and address questions from the review team. If the course does not meet standards, Course
Representatives may potentially adjust course content based on peer review feedback and submit a course
amendment (Quality Matters™, 2022). While teachers may have experience teaching from an
organization-managed master course, they may not have design experience or a thorough understanding
of course content elements. The Course Representative experience emphasizes the unique nature of the
virtual learning environment (Archambault et al., 2022; Ames et al., 2021; Archambault, 2010;
Archambault & Kennedy, 2014; Cyrs, 2007, Dawson & Dana, 2014; Rice & Dawley, 2009). It may also
require teachers to push in curriculum materials in the event a course does not fulfill all rubric criteria.
The opportunity to immerse in an online curriculum and reflect on the multimedia provided to support
learning may provide an educative learning experience for teachers (Davis & Krajcik, 2005), compelling
teachers to consider how the curriculum materials of their fully online course support learning and
empowering them to build their subject expertise and technology expertise to inform course
improvements (Davis & Krajcik, 2005). Additionally, if the course does not pass the review the first time,
teachers may adjust content based on peer review feedback and submit a course amendment (Quality
Matters™, 2022). Course updates that might occur during a course review amendment might provide
further educative experiences as teachers consider enhancing their course curriculum and providing

updated materials that meet review requirements and align with stated goals and objectives (Davis &
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Krajcik, 2005). Furthermore, throughout the Course Representative process, teachers commit to reflection
on external perceptions of overall course quality and their own conceptual understanding of the fully
virtual learning experience (Ali & Wright, 2017).

The third layer of online professional development involves an awareness of institutional
resources (Ali & Wright, 2017). Each peer review presents distinct variables including the contents of the
respective course, peer review team subjectivity, and the experience of the teacher acting as a Course
Representative. To address variability and situational concerns, a mutual commitment is required between
the virtual program and the teacher to seek out and provide resources that ensure a successful review
outcome. Additionally, serving as a Course Representative involves professional focus, commitment, and
time, factors online teaching already demands (Farmer & West, 2017). Furthermore, in supplemental
programs where a teacher’s primary role is instruction and not course design, teachers may face novel
challenges and engage in a “productive struggle” (Trinter & Hughes, p. 4, 2021) as they inform
curriculum improvements and consider how a familiar online course might be viewed by an outside team
of reviewers. Engaging teachers in a novel challenge and productive struggle compels teachers to work
closely with their program and seek out institutional resources to ensure they can balance primary
instructional responsibilities with a successful peer review. This mutual commitment to support the
process and address concerns specific to the individual Course Representative, individual course, and
individual review may continue after the peer review is finalized. As teachers seek out resources to
support the review, they may uncover resources that also support professional practice (Ali & Wright,
2017).

The fourth layer at the peak of the pyramid involves a professional applying new knowledge and
skills. The full process, from preliminary training, pre-review, active review, intermittent support, and
post-review, provides the potential for an enduring professional development endeavor for teachers (Ali
& Wright, 2017). As teachers engage with the course and participate as Course Representatives, they
build a broader conceptual understanding of the fully virtual learning environment (Adair & Shattuck,

2015), which may enrich professional practice, including daily instruction.
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Extending through the length of the online faculty professional development pyramid is teacher
commitment. Commitment builds throughout the professional development experience (Ali & Wright,
2017). Teachers commit to industry-standard preparation as they learn about the process and the rubric.
Throughout the Course Representative process, teachers commit to self-reflect on personal perceptions of
a course and how these perceptions compare to external perceptions from a peer review team. Teachers
and organizations commit to leaning into and providing resources to support the process. After a peer
review, teachers may continue to commit to quality online instruction and support of strong course design
long after a peer review concludes (Ali & Wright, 2017).

Additionally, the Course Representative experience may present attributes of effective
professional development for virtual teachers such as the opportunity to complete authentic tasks in an
environment like the one in which they instruct (Archambault et al., 2022; Davis et al., 2007; 2022;
Dawson & Dana, 2014; Kearsley & Blomeyer, 2004; Gomez et al., 2022; Rice & Dawley, 2009; Storandt
etal., 2012, Samuel, 2022). Moreover, the experience requires teachers to apply technology skills and
address scenarios unique to the fully virtual environment (Gomez et al., 2022).

Furthermore, teachers’ understanding of QM rubric criteria gained during the peer review process
might complement daily online instructional practice in the form of clear delivery of instruction,
deliberate teacher presence, alignment between daily instruction and pre-designed coursework, intentional
support for student-facing instructional tools and technologies, and adherence to accessibility guidelines
in daily instruction. Table 2 below presents the congruence between QM’s course design standards and

research recommendations for effective online instructional practice.



Table 3: Congruence between General Standards and Effective Online Instructional Practice

QM General Standards

Effective Online Instructional Practice

General Standard One: Course Review and
Introduction (Quality Matters™ K-12 Rubric 5™
edition, 2020)

General Standard Two: Learning Objectives
Competencies, General Standard Three:
Assessment and Measurement, General Standard
Four: Instructional Materials, and General
Standard Five: Activities and Learning
Interaction (Quality Matters™ K-12 Rubric 5™
edition, 2020)

General Standard Five: Learner Activities and
Learner Interaction (Quality Matters™ K-12
Rubric 5" edition, 2020)

General Standards Six: Course Technology and
General Standard Seven: Learner Support
(Quality Matters™ K-12 Rubric 5™ edition,
2020)

General Standard Eight: Digital Accessibility
(Quality Matters™ K-12 Rubric 5" edition,
2020)

Provide structure and support to onboard
students; emphasizing how to learn online
(Barbour, 2007; Lee & Figueroa, 2012;
Lowenthal et al., 2020; Roblyer & Marshall,
2002; Sun & Rogers, 2022; Weiner, 2003).

Provide daily instruction, feedback, and
personalized learning experiences that align with
course content (Cyrs, 1997, Rozitis, 2017).

Provide instructor presence and opportunities for
students to engage with peers and teachers
(Anderson, 2019; Curtis & Werth, 2015; Kipp &
Rice, 2019).

Demonstrate proficiency in applying course
tools, technologies, and procedures to support
learner experience (Borup et al., 2014; Borup,
2016; Kiekel et al., 2019; Rice, 2006; Shattuck,
2014; Sun & Rogers, 2022)

Provide supplemental daily instruction that
supports digital accessibility (Cavanaugh et al.,
2009).

34

Whether the Course Representative experience provides an effective professional development
opportunity for teachers that transfers to online instructional practice is not well defined. Additionally,
whether the rubric focused on course design impacts instructional practice is also indeterminate.
Nevertheless, implementation of QM initiatives among state-led, K-12 educators is prominent (VLLA,
2022). Evaluating the merit of QM initiatives can guide virtual educational leaders in future
implementation of the rubric to ensure program quality. When used in conjunction with standards for
teaching, rubric application might improve program effectiveness, overall, specifically educator

effectiveness.
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Quality Matters™ in Practice
QM Impact Studies in Higher Education

Although focused on course design, studies conducted in Higher Education settings have implied
QM can impact online communities, online instructional practice, and virtual programs in a general sense
and may provide implications for K-12 virtual programs that implement instructional standards,
professional learning models, tools, technologies, and processes comparable to institutions of higher
learning. Finley (2015) focused on the experiences of faculty in a community college setting and noted
the application of the rubric forces faculty to evaluate how online course components align. Finley (2015)
concluded that faculty apply the rubric to improve student experience in areas such as accessibility,
alignment, and transparency. Finley (2015) suggested that even in institutions without organizational QM
subscriptions, faculty make a personal investment in QM as QM can improve courses and student success
and satisfaction (Finley, 2015). This may suggest QM benefits the whole teaching and learning
experience beyond course design.

Simunich et al. (2022) conducted a mixed-methods study combining a quantitative survey and
qualitative interviews of QM implementation leaders at 109 United States higher education institutions.
The study revealed quality assurance initiatives, such as implementing the QM rubric, do require
institutional support and leadership for implementation. Simunich et al. (2022) examined minimal
professional development requirements, organizational goals, and the role of implementation leaders in
successfully adopting a quality assurance model that blends internal review with formal QM reviews. The
study found strong leadership, flexible policies, institutional processes for support, and shared
institutional goals contributed to the successful implementation of quality assurance frameworks,
including QM initiatives, throughout an institution (Simunich et al., 2022). This may imply successful
QM implementation requires commitment from multiple parties throughout a program and its application
may have a holistic effect on program quality.

Cowan et al. (2017) made similar suggestions about organizational implementation. Cowan et al.

(2017) suggest QM focuses on collaborative, collegial, and continuous improvement processes, and QM
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influences a “community of practice” (p. 43) or a group of individuals building knowledge through shared
practice. Cowan et al. (2017) conducted a Social Network Analysis to examine the connections among
individuals in a network. Additionally, they deployed a survey as a follow-up to organization-initiated
QM training at a midsize Midwestern public institution. The survey asked participants to identify their
location, role, rank, experience with virtual learning, and expertise. Cowan et al.’s survey also provided a
roster of current and prior participants who completed the training and asked participants to identify
interactions including: “Someone I have worked with to develop online content” (Cowan et al., p. 46,
2017). “Someone I have worked with on Quality Matters” (Cowan et al., p. 164, 2017). “Someone I
would seek advice from for an online course” (Cowan et al., p 164, 2017). The findings suggested
relational networks among faculty improved organization-wide QM implementation to improve overall
distance education support (Cowan et al., 2017). The overall study suggested that in an organizational
setting, community and networks can improve practice, implying that training select educators on the QM
rubric could result in a “community of practice” (p. 43) committed to overall online quality (Cowan et al.,
2017).

Other studies in Higher Education settings have aligned QM to instructional frameworks. Bogle
et al. (2009) researched the application of the QM rubric for course design along with the application of
Garrison et al.’s (1999) Community of Inquiry (Col) framework for instructional implementation in
blended courses that combined seated instruction along with virtual learning. Swan et al. (2012) used a
pre/post-test quasi-experimental design with the independent variables of an online course meeting QM
approval and receiving course updates according to the Col framework. The Col framework presents
virtual learning as supported by three presences: social presence, teaching presence, and cognitive
presence (Garrison et al., 2000 as cited in Swan et al., 2012). Bogle et al. (2009) reported faculty observed
improved learner satisfaction. Swan et al. (2012) found that the combination of a well-designed course
that meets QM standards and community-informed continuous improvements based on the Col

framework throughout implementation could result in stronger outcomes
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Sheets et al. (2023) suggest the rubric culminates several instructional design best practices
including Backward Design, which involves aligning all assessment and instruction around desired
objectives or outcomes (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005 as cited in Sheets et al., 2023), the Universal Design
for Learning which emphasizes multiple means of engagement, action and expression, and representation
(Center for Applied Special Technology, 2018 as cited in Sheets et al., 2023), and the Community of
Inquiry (Col) framework into a single tool (Garrison et al., 2000 as cited in Sheets et al., 2023).

Crews and Wilkinson (2015) aligned the QM rubric with Chickering and Gamson’s (1987) seven
principles for good practice in undergraduate education. Chickering and Gamson (1987) first proposed the
seven principles in an American Association for Education bulletin, and since then, the principles have
been extensively published, studied, and cited in higher education research (Chickering & Gamson,
1999). The principles identify strong practice in undergraduate education and include: “Encourages
Contact Between Students and Faculty...Develops Reciprocity and Cooperation Among
Students...Encourages Active Learning...Gives Prompt Feedback...Emphasizes Time on Task...
Communicates High Expectations... and Diverse Talents and Ways of Learning” (Crews & Wilkinson, .
3,1987). To align the principles with the QM rubric, Crews and Wilkinson deployed a survey to higher
education and asked participants to review specific QM rubric standards and categorize them based on the
seven principles. The findings revealed that faculty found high alignment between several Specific
Review Standards and several principles of good teaching. Over 96% of the participants reported that
Specific Standard 1.7 focused on the “self-introduction” of the instructor aligned directly with the
principle of “encourages contact.” One of the specific accessibility standards, 8.2, was reported by over
93.1% of the participants to align with the “respects diverse talents” principle. Specific standard 6. 2,
focused on course tools and media support aligned with “encourages active learning” according to 88. 2%
of the participants. Crews and Wilkinson concluded that as faculty become aware of QM and good
design, they become aware of how a well-designed course influences the teaching experience. (Crews &

Wilkinson, 2015).



38

Studies have also examined whether QM-focused professional development has impacted faculty
design and pedagogical practice in the higher education setting. Kearns and Mancilla (2017) researched
whether QM workshops impacted pedagogical practice in a Higher Education setting and whether faculty
report pedagogical changes because of QM experience. The qualitative interview study found that a QM
approach led to faculty incorporating more resources in daily teaching, reorganizing online instruction in
a more linear and logical way, considering the learner experience in the virtual environment, and
improving overall alignment in online courses (Kearns & Mancilla, 2017). Similarly, the Abouelftouh &
Alsharidah (2022) study implied the importance of professional development for faculty when
implementing QM and quality course design expectations. The mixed-methods study implied,
professional development focused on high-quality course design was essential for faculty when applying
high quality course design principles and the QM rubric. Additionally, Conklin et al. (2020) explored the
results QM-focused professional development had on faculty course design and practice. Instructors were
most likely to make modifications focused on ease of use (General Standard 1), learner engagement
(General Standard 5), and learner support (General Standard 7) after completing professional
development (Conklin et al., 2020).

Research has also examined the student experience and student outcomes when the rubric is
applied in Higher Education settings. Harkness (2015) conducted a case study to describe the strategic
implementation of expanded online course offerings that leveraged QM for quality assurance at a
Historically Black College/University (HBCU). The full implementation initiative took place alongside
expanded efforts to implement the Blackboard Learning Management System. The case study did report
improved learner outcomes, including pass rates and retention, but QM application took place as a part of
a broader initiative to implement the use of an LMS, implement more robust professional development,
and establish more defined policies to improve online programs (Harkness, 2015).

Hollowell et al. (2017) evaluated if students’ grades would improve over multiple terms in a
biology course offered at an HBCU in the southeast and taught by an instructor who completed the

“Applying the Quality Matters Rubric” course (Hollowell et al., 2017). Hollowell et al. also asked
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students to rate their experience. Students confirmed strong organization and multiple opportunities for
assessments in courses delivered a term after faculty completed QM-focused professional development
(Hollowell et al., 2017).

Lynch & Gaston (2020) conducted a retrospective data review to compare outcomes in QM
redesigned courses to traditionally designed courses for a four-year, southeastern university nursing
program. The study did not identify any statistical significance in student outcomes in QM redesigned
courses compared to courses that had not been revised according to QM for a four-year university nursing
program; however, there were some positive perceptions and overall gains (Lynch & Gaston, 2020).

The Lee et al. (2020) study found some inconsistencies in the rubric’s impact on instructional
outcomes. However, the study did confirm “learner engagement” embedded in General Standard 5 could
increase instructional impact and promote learner success. Lee et al. revealed that QM rubric scores
related to General Standard 5, which focused on Learner Activities and Interactions, had a positive and
significant effect on online interactions between students and the instructor. These factors contributed to a
stronger course community (Lee, 2020).

Sadaf et al. (2019) also confirmed the importance of learner engagement in virtual learning
environments. Sadaf et al. (2019) deployed a cross-sectional survey and asked students in an instructional
technology program to rate the impact each specific standard in the Higher Education rubric had on
learning and engagement. Participants were asked if general and specific QM standards impacted their
learning “a lot,” “some,” ““a little,” or “none.” The study found that students in an instructional
technology program found General Standard 5, Course Activities and Learner Engagement, to be the most
significant standard influencing learning and engagement. Furthermore, the inquiry implied faculty and
instructional designers can follow QM guidelines to incorporate activities, problem-based activities, case-
based learning, and peer-to-peer interactions to encourage active learning (Sadaf et al., 2019).

Conklin and Barreto (2023) conducted a follow up study to the Sadaf et al. (2019) study. In their
mixed methods study, they affirmed the importance of engagement and concluded clarity in assessment

and measurement, learning objectives that served as the foundation for the learning experience, and
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accessibility and usability were identified as the most impactful QM standards to student learning. The
Conklin and Barreto (2023), Sadaf et al. (2019), and the Lee et al. (2020) studies suggest the importance
of learner engagement in virtual learning environments. While they were both set in higher education
institutions, learner engagement is also a factor in student success in K-12 settings.

Legon (2015) suggested it was not necessarily the application and fulfillment of stand-alone
Specific Review Standards or even General Standards that resulted in positive learner outcomes. Legon
(2015) suggested a methodology for measuring the impact of the standards based on clusters that can
impact learner attitudes and performance. The combination of specific standards in clusters, such as
alignment, clarity of purpose, ease of use, engagement, accessibility, knowledge acquisition, compliance,
and learner support, can guide strategic course revisions to not only meet rubric requirements but to result
in overall learner gains (Legon, 2015). The recommended methodology suggested various standards
working cohesively can provide educators with guidance on designing and implementing online courses
and might imply a broad understanding of the rubric can improve teaching practice and learner
engagement.

Barczyk et al. (2017) researched whether age and employment level influenced student’s
perceptions of a quality course (Barczyk, 2017). The study found younger students (18-24), and mid-age
students (25-44) placed a higher value on strong assessment and measurement (General Standard 3) in
determining a quality course while older students (45+) found course technology to be more important
(General Standard 6). Findings implied younger students valued clear assessment measures and the
“grading” and evaluation aspect of a course, while older learners who may not be digitally native find a
more positive experience with easy-to-navigate and apply technologies (Barczyk, 2017). Students who
were employed part-time placed a lower value on General Standards 1, 2, 4, and 7 than their counterparts
who worked full-time or were not employed. Barcyzk et al. suggest they may be because students not
employed are focused solely on their studies and have higher expectations for a quality online experience
and students who are fully employed are balancing the demands of providing for themselves and their

families and have higher expectations because of the financial investment they are putting forth and the
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time requirements of working full-time and taking course work (Barczyz et al., 2017). Findings on
perceptions and the relationship with learner age may have implications for K-12 learners.

Additional research has focused on the feasibility of implementation. Gregory et al. (2020)
evaluated the effectiveness of a QM implementation workshop for faculty. The mixed-methods study
focused on faculty perceptions of the rubric. While faculty members at a southeastern community college
found the rubric useful, many expressed challenges with implementation. Learning to apply it was
perceived as time-consuming and rigorous. While meeting standards, specifically alignment and
accessibility standards, were viewed as influential, they were also viewed as challenging to fulfill (2020).

Shattuck (2014, 2015) has summarized key studies focused on QM implementation and identifies
several emerging themes, including learner and instructor perceptions of quality and satisfaction, the role
of the learner's voice in describing the significance of QM standards, and learner motivation.
Additionally, collective research has defined the close relationship between course design and
instructional implementation and challenges for fully measuring learning (Shattuck, 2015). Faculty
professional development as a component of effective implementation and alignment to frameworks are
also themes appearing in literature focused on QM implementation (Shattuck, 2015). Most of the
summaries are focused on QM implementation in higher education settings (Shattuck, 2015).

QM Research in K-12 Learning Environments

QM studies set in K-12 learning environments are limited. However, some general or Higher
Education-specific findings may have implications in K-12. Because the quick shift to fully remote
learning with the pandemic presented educators with challenges, Murillo and Jones (2020) suggested a
pragmatic approach to applying QM rubric standards for both K-12 and Higher Education. Two,
independent researchers reviewed the QM rubric and rated the specific standards from zero to two based
on ease of implementation. Zero indicates easily implementable; one indicates structurally or partially
implementable; two indicates difficult to implement (Murillo & Jones, 2020). Murillo and Jones’ (2020)
findings revealed that with a template, about 38% of the standards were easy for instructors to follow,

48% were achievable with intervention, and 14% were more difficult and often course-content specific.
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Findings suggested that providing course templates based on QM standards can help teachers and faculty
quickly set up and facilitate online courses. The findings implied supporting faculty and teachers, even
those who have not formally been trained in the rubric, can provide design and instructional benefits
(Murillo & Jones, 2020).

Dilberti (2018) proposed a conceptual framework for K-12 that blended strong course design
from QM rubric standards with instructional concepts rooted in Garrison et al.’s (1999) Community of
Inquiry (Col) framework. Dilberti (2018) used a mixed-methods approach and deployed an electronic
survey questionnaire asking teachers with experience in online and face-to-face instruction
recommendations for improving the quality of state virtual school courses. The questionnaire collected
teacher demographic information, asked teachers whether construct statements based on a conceptual
model based in QM and Col were likely to occur in online or face to face to classrooms, and incorporated
open-ended questions asking participants for recommendations for improvement. One aspect of the
survey asked teachers to identify what course design and instructional indicators, rooted in QM and Col,
respectively, would most impact student outcomes. The findings disclosed course assignments, teachers’
instructional and communication responsibilities, and assessments were most likely to impact positive
student outcomes in the virtual learning environment. Teachers participating in the survey also suggested
providing more opportunities for social interaction in online courses (Diberti, 2018). This
recommendation, like the Sadaf et al. (2019) and Lee et al. (2020) higher education studies, aligns with
QM General Standard 5, which focuses on Learner Activities and Learning Interaction.

Kennedy et al. (2018) conducted a systematic review of K-12 research and correlated some
research themes with iINACOL standards for courses and the fourth edition of Quality Matter to inform
the fifth edition revision, but the findings did not focus on overall teacher experience and perspective.
Most QM-impact studies have taken place in Higher Education environments, and research confirms K-
12 learners often require even more structure and motivational support compared to Higher Education
learners (Roblyer & Marshall, 2004, Weiner, 2003; Lee & Figueroa, 2012). However, Zhang & Lin do

recommend applying theoretical frameworks based in Higher Education research to K-12 settings (2021).
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Barbour’s 2018 systematic review of distance, online, and blended learning recommended applying
themes in Higher Education practice to K-12 settings. One practice includes using formative assessments,
assessments that provide immediate feedback and allow learners to self-check their learning (Barbour,
2018). Another practice involves using learning management system analytics to drive instructional
practice and design updates (Barbour, 2018). An additional recommendation is applying theories such as
Garrison et al.’s (1999) Community of Inquiry (Col) framework (Barbour, 2018) which describes the
importance of teacher presence and social presence in establishing an effective learning environment
conducive to learner cognitive presence (Garrison et al, 1999, as cited in Barbour, 2018).

There are some implications that QM implementation may have a broad organizational impact in
K-12 learning environments. Implementation of the QM rubric throughout a virtual program may provide
a common language and understanding that can allow teachers to better conceptualize the comprehensive
virtual learning experience (Adair & Shattuck, 2015; Baldwin, 2019). Additionally, Quiroz et al. (2016)
specifically mention QM research in Higher Education can provide some takeaways for K-12 practice.
Quiroz et al. (2016) studied a cohort of educators in K-12 and Higher Education who completed a six-
week Virtual Instructor Certificate Program (VICP) that integrated QM Essential Standards. As a part of
the program, participants were assigned a module to design based on program experience. Participants
were also distinguished based on whether they taught in a program with an established online
infrastructure or not. A VICP facilitator evaluated the modules using the Essential Standards. 85% of the
total participants met 15 of the 20 essential standards that were evaluated. In general, educators coming
from programs with established infrastructures created online modules that fared better on their VICP
evaluation. The study implied QM may provide possible professional development outcomes and
necessary competencies for developing online courses and recommended further research in K-12 (Quiroz
etal., 2015).

Although some research in Higher Education and K-12 have focused on faculty and educator
perceptions of the rubric, most studies focus on faculty applying rubric understanding as they

simultaneously instruct from a course they teach and design, perhaps with the guidance of an institution
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(Conklin et al., 2020; Cowan et al., 2017; Hollowell et al., 2017; Kearns & Mancilla, 2017). To date,
studies have not examined the specific perspective and experience of teachers serving as Course
Representatives to support organization-managed master course reviews and how the Course
Representative experience and the QM rubric could impact professional experience and instructional
practice. Because K-12 programs continue to invest in QM certification and leverage teachers to serve as
Course Representatives (Quality Matters™, 2024; VLLA, 2022), inquiry focused on the teacher
perspective of the Course Representative experience and its transference into professional practice can
provide implications for educators seeking to build online capacity. Research can also provide further
examination of the overall impact of the QM rubric and its significance in supporting instruction and
overall quality in K-12 learning environments.
Chapter Two Summary

As the demand for K-12 virtual learning options has accelerated in the first quarter of the century,
so has the need to establish best practices in online instruction and online course design. Research,
collaboration, and discussion have guided the establishment of instructional standards for K-12 educators
and frameworks for online course design. The QM rubric, one of the most recognized quality assurance
frameworks in online course design, influences design practice in Higher Education and K-12. The
rubric’s impact has been studied in Higher Education settings and some research does provide some
implications for K-12 practice. However, QM’s influence among K-12 educators and how the rubric can
impact professional experience and instructional practice remains uncertain.
Chapter Three Preview

Chapter Three examines the methodology selected for this qualitative study. The rationale of an
exploratory case study design will be explained. The case study site and participant qualifications and
recruitment will be described. Methods of data collection and analysis and alignment with the research

questions will be discussed. Ethics, researcher reflexivity, and positionality are also considered.
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CHAPTER THREE

As a means of demonstrating virtual program quality, state-led, supplemental, K -12 virtual
schools may apply instructional standards and frameworks for course design quality, including the QM
course design rubric. State-led programs may submit their courses for official QM review and rely on
teachers to serve as QM Course Representatives, individuals who prepare a course for official review and
serve as a point of contact for the QM peer review team to scale organizational initiatives. Serving as a
QM Course Representative requires time, professional commitment, professional focus, and typically
specific professional development that may divert from critical instructional focus in the virtual learning
environment. Determining if the QM Course Representative process provides professional benefits for
teachers whose primary professional responsibilities center around instruction in supplemental virtual
programs, may provide guidance for educators considering investment in QM initiatives.
Purpose and Research Questions

This qualitative case study explored the perspectives of K-12 virtual teachers at a state-led
supplemental school who share the common experiences of teaching online courses for a fully virtual
program and serving as Course Representatives for organization-initiated QM course reviews (Creswell &
Creswell, 2013). The study’s findings aim to guide K-12 educators on the potential professional impact of
serving as Course Representatives for organizational course reviews. Additionally, the study may provide
implications for professional development opportunities for virtual teachers and drive further research on
the implementation of quality assurance frameworks to enhance educator practice. Three research
guestions guided this study and focused on the experiences and perspectives of teachers serving as Course
Representatives before, during, and after a QM review including:

RQ 1: What led K-12 virtual teachers to serve as QM Course Representatives?

RQ 2: What are the experiences and perspectives of K-12 virtual teachers serving as QM Course

Representatives?

RQ3: What aspects of the Course Representative experience do teachers perceive as significant to

professional development?
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Methodology

To address the research questions, an exploratory case study involving Middle School and High
School teachers who served as QM Course Representatives and have been teaching in a contract capacity
at a state-led, K-12 supplemental virtual school was conducted. Exploratory case studies seek “what” and
“what about” a situation or phenomenon and typically begin with a clear rationale to drive the research
(Yin, 2014). Additionally, exploratory case studies are usually applied to emerging research in specific
contexts, and findings are intended to launch broader studies (Yin, 2014). A case study approach allowed
for the application and impact of the QM Course Representative experience to be described in the real-
world context of fully online K-12 learning environments and investigated the perceived impact of the
Course Representative process and the QM rubric on virtual teachers’ professional experience (Yin,
2014).

Research Design Rationale

Qualitative research traditionally applies a relativist ontology and espouses that knowledge and
truth are based on local and specific constructed realities (Lincoln et al., 2011; Rashid et al., 2019; Stake,
p. 12, 1995). Social constructivism incorporates aspects of a relativist ontology and acknowledges unique
and relative views of truth and knowledge; however, social constructivism emphasizes the co-constructed
realities among individuals who share common life and work experiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2013).
The purpose of this inquiry was to explore the experiences and perspectives of a precise group of teachers
at a K-12, state-lead, supplemental virtual school serving as QM Course Representatives (Creswell &
Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2014).

Case study design allowed for research of a “bounded system” (Merriam, p. 28, 2009) and
investigated a precise phenomenon in a real-world context (Yin, 2014). The phenomenon and boundaries
of the case involved K-12 virtual teachers from a specific state-led virtual school and their experiences
and perceptions of serving as QM Course Representatives for organization-managed master courses
(Merriam, 2009). Because case studies focus on a precise case and bounded system, the description,

perspectives, and interpretations of a case study are site-specific; however, empirical research on a case
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can reveal insights about specific theoretical concepts. Case study findings may provide some analytical
generalizations (Brinkman & Kvale, 2014; Yin, 2014) regarding K-12 virtual teachers’ experiences with
the Course Representative process and determine if the experience supports professional experience
including instructional practice. Because of the exploratory nature of the case study, description and
interpretation may be applied to future studies regarding the perceived impact of K-12 teachers supporting
organization-based quality assurance initiatives. (Yin, 2014).

Positionality and Reflexivity

Qualitative inquiry commands researchers to analyze personal involvement with the research
topic and research methods (Cassell et al., 2020; Creswell & Creswell, 2013). | begin this inquiry by
assessing my positionality to the research topic and participants. | am certified in applying the QM rubric,
and | am certified to serve as a QM Peer Reviewer and a QM Master Reviewer. | have ongoing
experience with the QM rubric and consistently apply it in course design. Most of the research | have
reviewed and conferences | have attended for my professional work have overwhelmingly praised the QM
rubric as a means of course quality assurance. Part of my full-time work involves supporting educators
throughout the course design and Quality Matters™ course review process at a K-12 organization. | have
supported the design of organization templates, rubrics, and internal training for teachers and part-time
designers focused on how to apply QM rubric principles for my organization. While | agree standards of
guality are important when designing fully online courses and agree with the broad focal points of the
QM rubric including learner support, digital accessibility, and alignment in virtual environments (Quality
Matters™, 2022), | am skeptical if an external, prescriptive rubric and official reviews are the only means
to ensure quality and provide a conceptualization of effective online practice.

Although | do not directly oversee teacher instructional duties, | have an auxiliary understanding
of a teacher’s daily workflow based on organizational documentation of teacher expectations. | have
served as a virtual teacher myself, but I have not served in the teacher role for over nine years, and since
then, there have been changes in leadership and instructional expectations. While | was a K-12 virtual

teacher, | did not have QM rubric experience, and | often consider how QM experience might have
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influenced my professional experience as a teacher. My experience and professional role required
constant reflexivity during the research process. For instance, during the interviews, several participants
would allude to past conversations | had with them or contextual information. | was intentional with how
| integrated this information into the research findings. Additionally, reflexivity involves consideration of
how I acquire and analyze the data (Cassell et al., 2020). To encourage authentic participant response, |
was conscientious of how | approached research questions and topics focused on the Course
Representative experience and QM rubric. | also wrote memos and summarized my interpretive findings
and relied on member checks as a part of trustworthiness and personal reflexivity (Stake, 1995).
Ethical Considerations

Ethical qualitative inquiry requires researchers to account for how they protect, select, and
interact with participants (Cassell et al., 2020, Creswell & Creswell, 2013). The research focused
primarily on professional perspectives regarding support of organizational course quality assurance
initiatives, and minimal risk or harm was expected. However, the researcher was intentional, transparent,
and reflexive throughout the process to minimize risk and to ensure participant perspectives were
conveyed as accurately as possible and privacy was maintained. Prior to administering the study, the lead
researcher corresponded with the Executive Director at the case site and requested access to data and
participants. There were multiple sign-off points including electronic consent and verbal consent during
the interview, so the program director and participants were aware of how personal privacy was protected.
Additionally, a gift card incentive was offered for participation, and even after the interview was
completed, participants had the option to back out of the study. All participants remained a part of the
study. The terms were incorporated in the Institutional Review Board (IRB) protocol.
Case Setting

The case site was a middle and secondary, state-led, virtual school in the United States offering
supplemental middle and high school instruction and coursework for students throughout the respective
state. The Virtual Learning Leadership Alliance (VLLA), a national association of supplemental virtual

schools (2018), defines supplemental online courses as “courses used to augment a learner’s regular
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course schedule” (VLLA, Key Virtual Learning Terms, 2018). In a supplemental virtual program,
teachers and students are geographically separated, and the students receive diplomas from another
institution. Students taking supplemental courses at the case site are registered through a public, charter,
private, or home school located in the state. The case site currently serves over 50,000 enrollments per
year and employs a full-time staff to support instruction and curriculum and oversee operations. An
enrollment is calculated per course, and it is not uncommon for students to enroll in several courses per
year and represent multiple enrollments.

The case site program is led by an Executive Director and full-time staff are organized under two
large divisions: the Operations Division, which includes the Office Staff, Technology Staff, and Outreach
and Support Staff. Full-time staff members serve in leadership and support roles for the virtual school.
The school employs over 600 contract-based teachers to meet its enrollment demands. All teachers must
be highly qualified and state-certified in the respective grade level and subject area. All teachers are hired
on a part-time, per-student, contract basis and report to members of the case site’s Instructional Staff.
Some of the site's virtual teachers may teach full-time at a brick-and-mortar school and extend their
workday and income through contract work with the case site. Others may teach exclusively for the
virtual program but still under a part-time per-student contract.

Additionally, site teachers may serve in other contract capacities including as lead instructors who
provide coaching and support to teachers within their department, course writing team project leads who
provide support to content writing teams, and lead teachers of a course who facilitate discussion among
teachers teaching from a common master course and inform best practices and potential course updates.
Teachers can also contract to work with the Curriculum Staff to write and review course content. These
additional opportunities are all contract-based, but teachers typically maintain these roles as they continue
to teach in a contract capacity for the organization.

In addition to hiring teachers on a part-time, contract basis, supplemental programs, including the
case site, often provide a fully-designed, organization-managed, master course for teachers (Linton &

Journell, 2015). A master course, used among all teachers teaching a specific course, is expected to align
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with the curriculum issued by the state Department of Public Instruction or the College Board’s Course
Exam Description (CED) if the course is an Advanced Placement (AP) course. At the case site, most of
the master course offerings were developed by a collaborative content authoring and instructional design
team. The content authors are typically teachers from the virtual school who are contracted to serve as
subject matter experts. The instructional design team are hourly contractors who have a background in
integrating tools and technology and designing in an LMS. The contract designers are usually not
teachers and have committed contract roles focusing on technology and course design. All course
authoring and design contractors conduct duties under the oversight of the program’s full-time
Curriculum staff. The Curriculum Staff also oversees the Quality Matters™ official peer review
application process. Prior to expanding organization-managed master peer reviews, several full-time staff
members throughout both the Operations and Academics Division of the case site completed the official
Applying the Quality Matters™ rubric course.

Additionally, the online program also applied and passed a template review, a QM review process
that allows subscribing members who intend to submit five or more courses for review and follow a
course template for course design across subject areas to receive template approval (Quality Matters,
2024). A template review certifies 15 of the 43 specific review standards under the assumption that course
introduction elements, course technology elements, learner support, and aspects of accessibility will be
consistent across a program (Quality Matters, 2024). Courses submitted after a template review,
including the courses the case site participants represented, are only evaluated on specific review
standards applicable to a precise course (Quality Matters, 2024).

Some teachers at the case site may simultaneously teach and participate in a course content
authoring team, but content authoring is not a requirement for teachers at the case site, and it involves a
separate hiring process. Therefore, many teachers are provided an organization-based course master and
teach online courses they did not design or author (Baldwin, 2019; Davis, 2018; Linton & Journell, 2015).
While they can work collaboratively with other teachers to inform of updates, most strategic updates to

organization-managed master courses are done under the direction of the full-time Curriculum Staff. At
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the case site, teachers would have been offered the opportunity by the Curriculum Staff and Instruction
Staff to serve as Course Representatives, but willingness to serve as Course Representatives was not a
contingency to continue teaching online courses. The Curriculum Staff provided online training and
template documents to prepare teachers to serve as Course Representative and to support teachers
throughout the process.
Participants

Case study participants included teachers who currently teach for the supplemental virtual school
and have served as QM Course Representatives through an opportunity presented to guide organizational
initiatives. Since case study participants must be aligned with the case and must meet certain criteria,
including current teaching employment at the case site and between six months to two years since they
participated in the QM Course Representative process, purposeful sampling was applied to identify
eligible site participants (Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2014). The six-month to two-year span since
completion of the Course Representative process allowed enough time for reflection on perceived
professional benefits but also allowed for the recent recall of the experience (Merriam, 1998). There was
some variability in participant experience with course design and other roles and responsibilities
throughout the organization. Some participants served in other contract leadership roles and some
participants were involved in contract course design for the organization, but neither of these factors were
requirements for serving as Course Representatives. However, these extended leadership and authoring
experiences were incorporated into the interview protocol and participant profiles.
Participant Recruitment

To identify qualified candidates, the researcher first requested permission from the site Executive
Director to access the organization-based QM Course Representative Course, the online course required
for QM Course Representative participation at the site, the online courses set up for QM review which
includes teacher created-materials, and other Learning Management System (LMS) and Cloud maintained

resources supporting the organization’s QM process. The Executive Director’s contact information was
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presented on the external-facing webpage of the program site, and the researcher contacted the Director
via the researcher’s university email (Appendix A).

Once the Executive Director granted permission for the study to occur at the site and the IRB was
approved, the researcher reviewed the course directory of the Course Representative training course and
the list of email contacts of all past participants. An email was sent from the researcher’s university email
to course participants who last accessed the course within six months to two years of the study, offering a
$30 Amazon gift card as an incentive for participating in a 60-minute semi-structured interview
(Appendix B). The total amount for gift cards was a part of the researcher’s personal budget allotted for
study and coursework. The researcher worked with the virtual program’s Technology team on several
occasions to ensure the email solicitations could pass through the organizational Firewall. However, after
several attempts, the Technology and Leadership team concluded the out of domain survey might have
blocked appropriate delivery. Therefore, the researcher requested to communicate with teachers using
organizational Gmail, but all survey data was linked back to the university email.

After the emails were successfully delivered from the institutional email, interested candidates
completed a Google Form interest survey included in the email solicitation (Appendix B). The interest
survey included online consent and provided skip logic if the participants indicated online consent. The
interest survey also included questions about additional professional experiences teachers have had
online, including leadership experience or course design experience, as these experiences may potentially
influence the perspectives of teachers. The survey was open for two weeks to limit participation to around
six to eight participants. A limited sample provided in-depth perspectives of site participants. Since
participants would have completed the Course Representative process during an aligned time frame and
followed similar procedures and the same training, six to eight participants would provide various
perspectives of teachers from varied subject areas and experience levels but provide manageable data to
triangulate with program documents (Yin, 2014). Seven teachers responded, met eligibility requirements,

and signed off on informed consent.
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Data Collection
Case Study Database

Case studies rely on multiple data sources, and case study databases assist with maintaining
various data sets collected throughout the inquiry process (Yin, 2014). Prior to beginning data collection,
the researcher set up a case study database in the university's Google Drive to support the management
and analysis of converging evidence (Yin, 2014). All personal identifiers were replaced with an alias and
the case site name and other program identifiers were redacted to ensure participant privacy. Appendix C
presents the research questions and how data accumulated in the case study database, including
documents and interview questions, addressed the research questions.
Pilot Study Interviews

A pilot study was conducted the year prior to this inquiry to support the refinement of the full
case study design (Yin, 2014). The pilot study interview protocol allowed the researcher to test questions
and processes and determine the logistics for the full study. During the pilot study, the six months to two-
year period since participation was determined as a reasonable range to recall the practice and implement
knowledge into practice. The pilot study also guided the choice to provide the rubric via email a few days
prior to the interview (Yin, 2014). Following the pilot study, the interview protocol was modified to focus
on teachers’ descriptions of the QM Course Representative experience including what led to participation,
the experience and perspective of serving, and the perceived significance of the experience on
professional development. Additionally, pilot study findings identified specific documents and support
resources used during the QM review process; documents discussed during the pilot study interviews
were requested for analysis during the full study (Yin, 2014).
Case Documents

Prior to the interview process, the researcher requested documents from the Executive Director
and Curriculum and Instruction Leadership team at the program site that described and explained the QM
course review preparation provided for teachers. During the pilot study interviews, participants described

the QM K-12 rubric, the LMS-based training, the templates to guide the completion of the QM course
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review worksheet, and the alignment chart for the course standards. The researcher requested, described,
annotated, and took memos of documents and materials provided for training and support in a tabular
document. Data accumulated for document analysis was used to triangulate and provide a rich description
of the participant experience. Additionally, any content participants created for the official QM review,
including a custom syllabus, welcome announcement, and custom teacher welcome page was requested
and analyzed. Memos analyzing requested documents were recorded prior to interviews. Teacher-created
content was also integrated into the interview protocol to support elicitation response and provide
triangulation of teachers’ perceptions and experiences of the QM Course Representative process. The
researcher reviewed and took memo notes of each the documents prior to interviews to support
participant-specific questions that were anticipated to emerge during each interview. Consent to review
and discuss teacher-created content during the interview was incorporated into the IRB and added as a
field in the interest survey. A consent statement was also app shared and stated aloud before beginning
each participant’s interview in Zoom.

All acquired documents were labeled and maintained in the case study database and redacted to
maintain program and personnel confidentiality. The documents represented a purposeful sample of
resources provided to prepare teachers to serve as Course Representatives and content created by the
teachers to support the QM review process (Morgan, 2022).

Participant Interviews

Following document analysis, the researcher conducted individual, semi-structured interviews
with case study participants. Interview protocol questions (Appendix D) were modified based on initial
document analysis memos. All full study interviews took place and were recorded in the university’s
Zoom platform. Participants were informed of the scheduled date and sent a copy of the QM rubric for
review via email prior to the interview. Pilot study findings suggested participants should be emailed a
copy of the external-facing QM K-12 rubric from the QM website and any materials supporting the
process about a week prior to the scheduled interview as a week could provide ample time to reflect on

the rubric and process since most teachers would have served as Course Representatives between six and



55

twenty-four months prior to the study. Additionally, a week prior to the interview teachers were granted
access to a copy of the organization-managed course they set up as Course Representatives for the peer

review. Materials teachers created for the QM review were incorporated into the interview protocol for

participants as a part of elicit response discussion (Barton, 2015; Douglas et al., 2015).

Each interview recording archive provided an auto-captioned transcript, and the researcher
manually edited the transcripts during audio playback. Pilot study interviews suggested the connective
benefits of both the researcher and the participant having the camera on during the interview.
Additionally, the researcher screen-shared materials supporting the QM process during the interview to
evoke recall. The researcher assured participants that videos were to be deleted, and the audio would be
maintained for transcription and research purposes. Full study interview transcripts were added to the case
study database and labeled according to participant aliases. Transcripts were redacted, as needed, to
maintain program and personnel confidentiality (Yin, 2014). The audio files were maintained in the case
study database in Google Drive, labeled according to the participant alias, and will be permanently
deleted upon publication of the study.

Data Analysis

To maintain focus on the case, case study data needs to converge rather than be interpreted
separately (Baxter & Jack 2008). Converging data, including interview transcripts and case documents
described the context of the case and steadily built a converging explanation of teachers’ experiences and
perspectives of the QM Course Representative role (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2014). Data was analyzed in
alignment with the research questions and provided a description, analysis, and interpretation of the case
(Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2014).

The inquiry combined both inductive codes aligned to teacher experiences and perspectives and
deductive codes aligned to the QM K-12 rubric and the Ali & Wright Online Faculty Professional
Development Model (Ali & Wright, 2007; Blair, 2015). When applying deductive and inductive codes,
Bingham (2023) suggests a five-phase process that involves first organizing the data through memoing

and attributing each data component; second, sorting the data into topical categories aligned to the
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research questions; third, following an open coding process; fourth, identifying patterns, themes, and
findings; and finally, applying theory and explaining findings (2023). During the fourth phase, deductive
findings can be built upon emerging themes identified during the open coding process. Deductive codes
would often cycle back to inductive findings, further describing participants’ experiences and further
reinforcing their perspectives, particularly the professional significance of QM and the rubric. Bingham’s
process is recommended when engaging in multiple phases of data analysis that incorporate deductive and
inductive findings (2023). Figure 2 below presents the five-phase approach applied throughout this study.

Figure 2: Bingham's (2022) Five-Phase Process of Data Analysis as applied in this study.

Phase 1: Memo and attribute.
Tabular documents maintained
for analyzing each document
and interview.

Phase 2: Sort data into categories
aligned with the research
questions. Pause and relisten to
audio and correct transcripts. Add
to memo notes, and further analyze
how each participant addressed the
research questions and discussed
support documents.

[~ Phase 3. Place transcripts and |
memos in NVivo software and
use coding tools to highlight
key phrases. Review and
analyze highlighted content
and begin labeling patterns
and categories aligned to
research guestions.

Phase 4 Part 1: Establish and
describe inductive themes
aligned to research questions.

Phase 4 Part 2: Apply
deductive codes aligned to the
Ali & Wright (2017) model
and the QM framework.

Phase 5: Report on Findings

Analysis of Case Documents

Case documents triangulated teacher perspectives, supported teacher recall of the process,
provided a rich description of the case, and guided the researcher in establishing categories and themes
(Creswell & Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2014). As the researcher began document analysis, the researcher
followed the first step of Bingham’s (2023) process. This first phase of document analysis involved
memoing and attributing data components and constructing memo notes that organized, summarized, and
analyzed what each document suggested about the overall QM Course Representative process for teachers

(Bingham, 2023; Saldafia, 2021). Memo notes used while analyzing documents were maintained on a
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consolidated tabular. The tabular document identified the document title, a description of the document,
how the document was used in the site’s QM Course Representative process, and a summary of what the
document suggested about the teachers’ experiences. A sample document analysis memo is presented in
Table 3 below. Memo and summary notes were specific to each participant as each participant provided
materials unique for each course and course review. Documents and memos supported the preparation of
full-study interviews (Merriam, 1998).

Table 4: Document Analysis Table Including Sample First Entry

Document Title Quality Matters Course Representative Training Course Introduction
Section

Description of the Document | The first section of the organization-authored Course Representative
Training, an online training course designed to guide teachers with
the Course Representative process, located in the case site's secure
LMS, is a course introduction. It explains that completing the course
is a requirement for all case site teachers preparing to serve as
Course Representatives. The introduction text acknowledges that
teachers are "seasoned teachers" and content experts in the courses
in which they were assigned. The introduction also explains the
purpose of the course is to guide teachers on the contractual
obligations of a Course Representative. The introduction encourages
enrolled teachers to refer to it throughout the process.

How the document is used for | Introduces the teachers to the course and explains the purpose.
the site’s QM review process

What does this document Teachers are "seasoned teachers™ and have content expert

suggest about the overall QM | knowledge. Teachers are under contract as Course Representatives.
process for teachers (may be | Teachers may need to reference the course throughout the process.
specific to each course and
participant?

Analysis of Participant Interviews

The researcher cycled back to Bingham’s (2023) phase 1 and organized interview documentation
and memos immediately following each interview. Memos were added to a tabular document that
provided a brief description of each participant, participant references to documents included in the
document analysis phase (where applicable), and a reflective summary of how the participant addressed

each research question. Table 4 below provides a sample from one of the participants.
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Table 5: Sample Interview Summary and Description

Alias
Subject Area

Grade level of students
taught (Middle or High
School)

Other professional
duties the participant
may maintain

Participant references
to documents to
possibly include in case
study

Summary of how the
participant addressed
RQ1

Summary of how the
participant addressed
RQ2

Summary of how the
participant addressed
RQ3

Patty
World Language

Middle and High School

Course Leader. Department chair and language teacher at her face-to-face
school. For middle school administrator.

Announcements, K-12 rubric, QM course rep checklist, syllabus,
worksheet draft.

The Curriculum Staff asked her to participate. She assumes she was asked
because she was the lead teacher for the course. The participant knew
"zero" about QM prior to this process. Participant liked the process
overall. She did say it was very overwhelming and confusing at first. She
learned a lot about the course through the process.

Prior to QM course rep participant, the participant had not had many
experiences focused on standards alignment and matching up objectives.
Participant has done some online content writing before, but the QM
course rep process introduced her to some novel experiences that she was
able to share with other teachers. She appreciated the support and structure
the virtual program provided. She perceives the Course Representative
experience as a good way to help virtual teachers organize and
operationalize a lot of the tasks they do. She compared online
organizational structure to "using file cabinets" in the classroom.

The participant liked the structure of the process and the opportunity to
drill down into the course. She had never participated in standards
alignment processes before, and she felt this was a good preparation for
upcoming standards changes and course updates. Additionally, the
participant appreciated the overall focus of the rubric and felt applying it
made a good course even stronger. She specifically liked the suggestions
for improvement from the team and shared the suggestions with her team
of teachers on her own initiative. This discussion allowed the team to
reflect on what was working or what could be improved in the course.

After initial reflection of the interviews, the researcher followed Bingham’s (2023) second step

and paused and replayed the interview audio while manually correcting auto-generated transcripts from

Zoom. Additional memos were added to the tabular documents as the researcher continued to engage with
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the data. After pausing, playing, and correcting, the researcher moved to phase three and placed the
transcripts into NVivo software and used the software coding tools to highlight direct passages from
transcripts and establish patterns and codes. Document analysis memos were also placed in NVivo and
incorporated into pattern, code, and theme building. Codes emphasized the participants’ precise
descriptions of their experiences and their overall perspectives before, during, and after a QM review
(Saldafia, 2021). While coding the interviews, the researcher established patterns across multiple data
sources. (Bingham, 2022; Merriam, 1998).
Final Coding

Bingham’s (2022) fourth phase involves generating themes based on an inductive analysis of
teacher perspectives and deductive analysis based on Ali & Wright's (2017) model and the QM rubric.
After all data was collected and analyzed, the researcher conducted a final analysis and final reduction of
patterns and themes in NVivo to ensure data from documents and full interviews provided converging
evidence and addressed the research questions (Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2014). During this fourth phase,
inductive themes describing participant experiences and perspectives, particularly regarding the
professional development aspects of the experience, were applied to the deductive codes of the Ali &
Wright (2017) model. Upon final coding, six upper-level, inductive themes were identified to address
RQ1; three upper-level themes were identified to address RQ2, and two upper-level themes were
identified to address RQ3. Deductive coding applied from the Ali & Wright (2017) model supported
inductive findings for RQ2, particularly the description of the Course Representative process, and
inductive findings for RQ3, particularly the individual benefits of the rubric and Course Representative
experience. The consecutive steps of data analysis supported the fifth phase of Bingham’s five-phase
process, the report of findings. Themes provide a rich description of the case and an analysis of how
teachers at the site collectively described and perceived the QM Course Representative experience before,
during, and after a QM review.

Trustworthiness and Quality
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The researcher provided an opportunity for member checks (Stake, 1995). Each participant was
sent a corrected transcript and a summary of key findings to review via email. Five of the seven
participants responded positively to the email and said they appreciated the opportunity to speak about
their experience, but no one corrected any data and findings offered. As a further measure of
trustworthiness, codes, categories, themes, tabular documents, and case study database information were
verified with the methodologist and dissertation chair.

Limitations

While they may be able to provide analytical generalizations (Brinkman & Kvale, 2014; Yin,
2014), case studies, by design, cannot represent a larger population (Yin, 2014). Additionally, the case
study includes constraints for site-specific generalizations. The virtual school employs hundreds of
contract teachers and provides an extensive program catalog of middle and high school courses, and the
inquiry included seven teachers who served as Course Representatives for a total of eleven distinct
courses. Because of the small sample size, not all subject areas and grade levels at the program site were
represented. Furthermore, findings revealed all participants had career educator experience and worked
for the virtual program for five or more years, and most were in education for ten or more years. The
perspective of new teachers was not incorporated as a result of the limited sample. Additionally, because
the study was time-bound and interviews and research were conducted over a specific period, it is
possible teachers who may have been eligible participants experienced priority constraints. Furthermore,
the virtual program has subscribed to Quality Matters™ and participated in the external course review
process for several years. Since the study limited participation to teachers who served as Course
Representatives from six months to two years prior to the interviews, it is possible individuals with earlier
QM review experience might have a different perspective if practices and process may have evolved over
time.

Chapter Three Summary
Chapter Three provided a rationale for an exploratory case study design for an inquiry on the

experiences and perspectives of teachers serving as QM Course Representatives supporting organization-
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based initiatives. Document analysis and transcripts based on semi-structured interviews with a
purposeful sample of teachers who have served as Course Representatives and presently teach for the
virtual organization provided converging evidence of the case. Collected data was analyzed using
Bingham’s (2023) five-phase process that applied memoing, organizing, highlighting, coding, finding
inductive patterns and themes based on teacher experiences and perceptions, and applying deductive
codes based on the QM K-12 rubric (2018) and the Ali & Wright (2017) Online Faculty Professional
Development model. NVivo software was used to organize and manage coding and the identification of
categories, patterns, and themes.
Chapter Four Preview

Chapter Four will discuss the overall study findings. Documents will be identified and described
to support a rich description of the case. The multiple phases of document and interview transcript
analysis are described. Patterns and themes that emerged to align with the research study describe
participant experiences with the Course Representative process and the perceived professional impact of
participating in QM peer reviews. Deductive codes will be applied according to the Ali & Wright (2017)

Online Faculty Professional Development Model.
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CHAPTER FOUR

This qualitative case study explored the perspectives of K-12 virtual teachers at a state-led
supplemental school who share the common experiences of teaching online courses for a fully virtual
program and serving as Course Representatives for organization-initiated QM course reviews (Creswell &
Creswell, 2013). Study findings aim to guide K-12 educators on the potential professional impact of
serving as Course Representatives for organizational course reviews. Additionally, the study may provide
implications for professional development opportunities for virtual teachers and drive further research on
the implementation of quality assurance frameworks to enhance educator practice. Three research
questions guided this study and focused on the experiences and perspectives of teachers serving as Course
Representatives before, during, and after a QM review including:

RQ 1: What led K-12 virtual teachers to serve as QM Course Representatives?

RQ 2: What are the experiences and perspectives of K-12 virtual teachers serving as QM Course

Representatives?

RQ3: What aspects of the Course Representative experience do teachers perceive as significant to

professional development?

Data was first analyzed using inductive codes centered on the experiences and perspectives of
teachers. After inductive codes were identified, deductive codes following Ali & Wright’s (2017) Online
Faculty Professional Development Model and several General Standards and Specific Review Standards
from the Fifth Edition of the Quality Matters™ K-12 rubric (2018) were applied to extend on findings.
Data and findings specified what led teachers to serve as QM Course Representatives, revealed the
experiences of the seven participants, and provided a rich description of the Course Representative
process for teachers. When describing personal experiences and perspectives, particularly the recall of the
process and the perceived significance on professional development, all seven participants also alluded to
the phases of Ali & Wright’s (2017) Online Faculty Professional Development Model. Additionally,
documents and interviews referenced all eight General Standards and eight of the 43 Specific Review

Standards.



63

Participant Summary

A total of seven virtual teachers from the case site participated in the study. Each participant
completed a brief interest survey to determine eligibility and provide electronic consent. Eligible
participants were current virtual teachers at the case site and participated as Course Representatives for an
organization-based course master official peer review within the last six to twenty-four months. The
participants represented a range of high school subject areas including English, Math, Science, World
Language, and Visual Arts. All participants had extensive teaching experience both online and in a face-
to-face setting. While none of the participants taught a distinct middle school course for the organization,
some did have experience working with middle school students who were enrolled in virtual courses for
high school credit, or they had prior experience working with middle school students in the face-to-face
setting.

Study participants were all experienced educators and boasted significant teaching experience
virtually and in the face-to-face classroom. Each participant worked in education for at least 15 years, and
three participants had 30+ years of experience. One participant, Stephanie, was a retired classroom
educator and worked exclusively online since her official retirement as a state classroom educator. The
other six participants held full-time responsibilities as classroom teachers, administrators, K-12 district or
higher education support professionals, or Instructional Designers. Several served in leadership positions
at brick-and-mortar schools. In addition to a long tenure in a face-to-face setting, all participants had at
least five or more years of virtual experience with the organization. A few have taught with the virtual
program since the initial years of the program’s founding. Figure 3 below presents each participant’s total

years in education and each participant’s years teaching online.
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Figure 3: Career Experience of Participants
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In addition to extensive experience in education, each participant held a contract-based leadership
role at the virtual program as either a Course Leader, Instructional Leader, or Curriculum Leader. All
participants also had prior course development experience and had either served as content writers,
authoring a fully online course from start to finish with a team of writers, reviewers, and designers, or
they completed a contract to update specific content in a current course. Moreover, each participant
served as a Course Representative for a course they taught online with the organization. Additionally, to
help support organizational reviews, two participants, Stephanie and Emily, represented multiple courses,
including a few they did not teach. Furthermore, Stephanie and Emily also worked in contract roles to
support other teachers at the virtual program who were participating as Course Representatives for
organization-managed master course peer reviews. During a period when many organization-managed
course masters were being submitted for official QM peer review, the full-time Curriculum Staff
contracted teachers, including Stephanie and Emily, who had undergone the Course Representative

process prior to the period of widescale submissions, to serve as peer support for other teachers who were
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working as Course Representatives for the first time. Stephanie’s and Emily’s experiences leading others

through the Course Representative process and the significance it had on their experiences and

perspectives as Course Representatives and engaging with the QM rubric will be discussed in the study

findings.

Table 5 below presents each participant’s teaching subject area, the subject of the courses each

participant represented, the grade level each participant teaches online, and additional contract roles each

participant maintains at the organization.

Table 6: Participant Profiles

Participant  Teaching Subject of Grade level area  Additional contract
Alias Subject Area Course(s) online roles
Represented
Patty World Language  World Language High School with  Course Leader, Content
some Middle Writer
School co-
enrollment
Joanna World Language  World Language High School Instructional Leader,
Course Leader, Content
Writer
Barry Science Science High School Instructional Leader,
Course Leader, Content
Writer
Beth English English Language  High School with  Instructional Leader,
Language Arts Arts some Middle Course Leader, Content
School co- Writer
enrollment
Randall Science Science High School Course Leader, Content
Writer
Stephanie Visual Arts Visual Arts High School with  Instructional Leader,
some Middle Course Leader, Content
School co- Writer QM Peer
enrollment Support
Emily Math Math and CTE High School with  Instructional Leader,
some Middle Content Writer QM
School co- Peer Support

enrollment
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All participants served as a Course Representative for a course they were qualified to teach. In
Emily’s case, because she held an established curriculum support role, she represented a few courses she
did not teach as a part of her role responsibilities. All participants were experienced educators in both the
middle and high school environments and held leadership roles the virtual organization. These factors
provided some insights on what led them to participate as Course Representatives and how they described
and perceived the experience.

Findings Addressing Research Questions

Three research questions guided the coding process (Saldafia, 2021). The questions followed a
chronological progression of teachers’ experiences before the Course Representative process (RQ1),
during the Course Representative process (RQ2), and after the QM review had concluded (RQ 3).
Analysis of how participants addressed the research questions and their precise descriptions of their
experiences and perspectives allowed for patterns and themes to emerge. Documents triangulated
participant perspectives and descriptions. Additionally, deductive codes corresponding with Ali and
Wright’s (2017) Online Faculty Professional Development, applied after inductive codes were defined,
and enhanced the description of the participants’ experiences, particularly how they described the
requirements of the Course Representative experience and the perceived professional impact of the
experience that could be applied after the QM review concluded. Figure 4 presents an example of how the
coding process was carried out with memos and passages from a specific interview transcript. While the
example presents one passage from one participant interview, it visualizes the five-phase data analysis
process followed across data sources and themes. Appendix E also presents an abridged copy of the

NVivo codebook organized by research questions and higher-level themes and sub-themes.



Figure 4: Example of how Bingham’s (2022) process was applied with Joanna’s

transcript

Phase 1: Joanna's Interview
Transcript. Joanna is a World
Language teacher who has been
in education for 19 years and has
taught online for 15 years. She is
also a Course Leader and
Instructional Leader

Phase 2: Memo notes of how
Joanna addressed "Participant
feels the whole process was a
very good opportunity for fully
online teachers. Participant felt
the process covers all the
important aspects of online
instruction.”

Phase 3:Transcript highlighted in
NVivo: "Together with (our
organization’s), teacher training
preparation for online learning
and this rubric, this provides a
very solid, good background for
successful online instruction. -
Joanna

v

Phase 4 Part 1 Inductive Coding:
Participating as a QM Course
Representative and learning the
rubric had application in virtual
instruction.

“«—>

Phase 4 Part 2: Deductive
Coding; Ali & Wright model
(2017) Applying New
Knowledge. Joanna shared the
organization’s teacher
preparation model along with the
QM rubric supported online
instruction.

Phase 5: From the sub-theme
application in virtual instruction,
"Joanna shared the Quality
Matters™ Course Representative
experience would be impactful
for new teachers."

RQ 1: What led K-12 virtual teachers to serve as QM Course Representatives?

RQ1 focused on what led teachers to serve as QM Course Representatives. Throughout the

memo, coding, and pattern-building process across data sources, six, upper-level, inductive themes

emerged addressing what led teachers to participate. The six themes can be distinguished as organization-
based factors, participant-based factors, or mutual factors between the organization and participants and

are presented in Figure 5 below.



68

Figure 5: Organization-based, participant-based, and mutual-based factors addressing RQ1
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Organization-based factors

In their interviews, six of seven participants revealed they were “asked” to participate as Course
Representatives. Emily was the exception, as she was not asked to participate as an extra opportunity; she
was directed to participate as a part of an existing curriculum support role she held. Analysis of the
organization’s 13-component QM Course Representative Training Course confirmed the request by
thanking teachers for “agreeing” to participate as Course Representatives. All seven participants
explained they were experienced educators, had career service in a building setting, and had multiple
years of online teaching experience. Additionally, all participants taught online anywhere from seven to
fifteen years. The introduction to the QM Course Representative Training referred to the teachers as
“seasoned teachers,” a reference that further confirmed the experience of participants.

All seven participants described career experiences that perhaps alerted program staff of their
potential to serve as Course Representatives. Patty explained she taught for thirty years, had been with the
virtual organization for over ten years, and was very familiar with the course she represented. “I wasn't

brand new with online, and I definitely wasn’t brand new with (the course I represented).” Joanna shared
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her own professional evolution in conjunction with the evolution of the organization, “I have had the
privilege of going through this whole, long journey. | would say, probably 14-15 years now. Maybe, I've
been here 1-2 years less since the (organization) existed.” Beth taught the course she represented since
she began teaching with the virtual program ten years ago. “I've been teaching this English course the
whole time I've been in the organization,” she said.

The leadership roles participants’ held at the program were identified as another guiding factor
for organizational staff reaching out for their participation. Patty recalls the Head of the Curriculum Staff
asked her directly to participate as a Course Representative. “I think I was asked, to be honest, because |
was Course Lead at the time.” Randall also remembered the Head of the Curriculum Staff asked him
directly to participate. He acknowledged the request made sense given his connection to the course.
“Okay, I'm the Course Lead. I should probably do this,” Randall said.

Five participants, including Patty, Joanna, Barry, Beth, and Randall, were the lead teachers, or
“Course Leads,” of the organization-based master courses they represented during a QM review. Patty
described the duties of the Course Lead role. “(In this role), | try to keep a cohesive unit for the group. |
keep everybody (teaching the course) up to date ... and discuss things specific to (our) course.” Beth
further elaborated on her Course Lead experience and shared the types of discussions she might facilitate
with her teaching team.

When we meet, we discuss (the course) and see where there may be some areas we need to

improve or work on. We have gone through and found resources that could be used in feedback

as extensions to learning or additional support for students who are struggling. We've worked on
some shared announcements (emphasizing) different skills that we need to focus on. We've seen
as a constant, semester after semester, areas that (students) could use additional support for.

Joanna perceived her responsibility as a Course Lead as an opportunity to maintain the currency
of her World Language program and to discuss the best way to update parts of the course and refresh
instructional practices that might grow outdated. “(My team and I) are always thinking, ‘How do we
promote our program?’ ‘Where is our program going?’ ‘What's new?’”

Randall talked about how the team of teachers he advises in his Course Lead role often come to

him with questions and concerns that arise when teaching a course. “Other teachers on my (teaching
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team) send me messages and say, ‘Hey; I've got this problem. What do you think we should do about it?’
Or ‘I found this in the course. What do we need to do to fix it?””

Two of the seven participants, Stephanie and Emily, were not Course Leads for the courses they
represented, but both had experience serving as Course Representatives on multiple reviews for the
organization. Additionally, they served in a contract capacity as mentors for other teachers who were
participating as Course Representatives for the first time. Stephanie was an Instructional Leader for the
Arts Department and part of her role involved supporting teachers in daily instruction. Stephanie recalled
being asked to participate in multiple reviews for the Arts team and eventually mentored other teachers
from different subject areas on the Course Representative process. Emily, who served in a contract
support role for curriculum development, recalled being specifically assigned to serve as a Course
Representative for multiple reviews as a part of her curriculum development support role.

Participant-based factors

All seven participants identified organization-based factors that drew the attention of the full-time
staff who sought their participation as Course Representatives. Additionally, all seven participants
identified personal factors that led to their participation, including acquiescence, a nominal incentive,
curiosity, and an interest in improving a course. Four of the seven participants explained they acquiesced.
Although participants were Course Leads or leaders in other areas of the organization and found the
Course Representative experience to be a logical extension to their work at the organization, they recalled
they were not under contract obligation to serve as Course Representatives. The QM Course
Representative Training overview also affirmed the voluntary nature of the work in the course opening,
“Thank you for agreeing to be a part of the Quality Matters Course Review process.” “Agreeing” implied
a willingness to serve instead of service as a requirement. The only exception to voluntary participation
was Emily. Emily explained she was assigned the Course Representative role as a part of her existing
contract curriculum development support role duties.

Stephanie recalled being asked directly to serve on both Art course reviews and then agreeing to

support other teachers after the Curriculum Staff suggested she would be good in a support role since she
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was successful on past reviews. Patty, Barry, and Randall shared they were initially reluctant to
participate but acquiesced because they recalled kind and consistent requests, or the stipend appealed to
them.

Barry shared his initial uncertainty. “I thought, at first, I didn’t want to do it. Because it is a lot of
work,” he said. “I believe (the Curriculum Staff) asked me nicely, a number of times until they finally
wore me down. So, I finally said, yes.” Randall narrated the conversation of how he was asked because he
was a Course Leader and eventually agreed because of a kind request and small monetary incentive. “At
first I was like, ‘No. Go get someone else.”” He recalled the Head of the Curriculum Staff explained she
tried. Randall continued the story. “She was like, ‘No one else will do it. Will you please?’” Randall
agreed since his role as a Course Lead felt like a natural fit, and there was also a monetary incentive. “It
did pay something, at the time.”

Although acquiescence to participate was identified as a common theme, it was not the only
factor for participants. Four of the seven participants revealed participating piqued their curiosity. Beth
remembered the full-time Curriculum Staff asking her to participate, and she explained she held no
reservations. “I was curious about (the QM) process... | wanted to see and take a deeper look at it and see
what the process really was like.”

Patty shared an interest in learning new technologies and processes. Although initially concerned
about the unknowns of participating as a Course Representative, she admitted she had a natural interest in
learning new things in the field of education. Patty shared, “I like to stay on top of things - of education
and trends and what are the neat new games to play. What does the research show is a good way of
learning something?”” Randall explained the process “sounded important” and was curious about the
professional gain of participating. “This looks really good as a resume item,” he suggested.

Joanna learned a while ago about the QM rubric and review process and was very interested when
she was asked to participate. “T heard a lot about Quality Matters™, but | was not involved with it
(before),” Joanna said. She remembered hearing positive things about Quality Matters™ and was

intrigued by the prospect of serving as a Course Representative for her own professional enrichment.
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“Quality Matters™ has proved itself to be a standard in the online industry. So, of course, you want to be
more knowledgeable about it.”

In some cases, it was not just curiosity, but a genuine interest in improving a course for the better
that attracted teachers to serve as QM Course Representatives. Informing course improvements was
another inductive theme addressing the first research question. Three participants described their interest
in updating course content to prepare for a QM peer review. Barry explained, “This was an opportunity
for me to have a real hand in guiding how I thought the (course) should go.”

After Stephanie served as a Course Representative for a General Art course, a course she did
teach, she was interested in leveraging the Course Representative process to review and improve other
courses in the Arts Department, a department in which she served as an Instructional Leader. She wanted
to serve as the Course Representative for a Specialized Art course, a course she never taught before but
was “kind of curious about,” and she perceived her participation as a professional opportunity to improve
a course in her department that had not received substantial updates since its initial design.

(The Specialized Art course) probably had not been updated since we moved to the (current

LMS). It was taught by one person, and it was a great course, but it did not have any kind of

alignment, so far as | knew, done up to that time. So, I really did have to go in. A lot of what was

written (in the Specialized Art course) needed some updating anyway, regardless of Quality

Matters™.

Beth also wanted a chance to improve the course she represented prior to the review to make it
more engaging and accessible for students. Beth recalls several of the content updates she made before
the review.

I made sure to have guided notes for everything. | made sure to have visuals(...)l even did

recordings, explaining assignments to (students) because sometimes (students) want to see it, hear

it, and be able to process it that way. | did recordings of explanations of assignments that are
more difficult, and | see have been a struggle. In some places, | had to revamp entire modules to
meet the standards.

Mutual factors

All participants recalled the full-time Curriculum Staff sought their participation as Course

Representatives and all participants explained professional experience and leadership as factors leading

the Curriculum Staff to reach out and request their respective participation. Although they were asked to
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participate, almost all participants voluntarily “agreed,” as the introduction of the 13-component training
course affirmed and as participants disclosed in interviews. The one exception to voluntary service as a
Course Representative was Emily. She held a withstanding role in curriculum content support, and the
Curriculum Staff members overseeing her work assigned her the tasks of representing courses and
supporting other individuals as a part of the withstanding role. There was some variability among
participants as to whether acquiescing to a request, a monetary stipend, curiosity, or an interest in
improving a course, or a combination of multiple factors led them to agree to participate as Course
Representatives. However, one common theme among all participants was philosophical alignment with
the virtual organization. Philosophical alignment was a significant finding that addressed RQ1, and the
upper-level theme of philosophical alignment included three sub-themes: high professional standards, an
online teaching philosophy that complimented the virtual organization, and a distinction between
effective instructional practice varied between online and in-person. As teachers discussed online
learning, they detailed perceptions about virtual practice they believed complemented the goals of the
virtual organization.

Participants revealed high professional standards as they discussed rigorous routines committed
to reaching students. Barry described how he begins his day at 5 AM before leaving for his full-time role,
so he can provide feedback and ensure contact with students are up to date. Beth, Randall, and Joanna
discussed their weekly commitment to calling students and stakeholders, particularly if students are
falling behind. Joanna explained how communication was a natural extension of her grading and
assessment. “I always look through the gradebooks, and see who's submitting assignments, who’s not
submitting assignments, so that maybe you have to make some calls for students, parents, and schools to
see what's going on,” Joanna said.

Stephanie described her student-centered philosophy that she felt complimented organizational
expectations. “I like to not have the kids just learning art or (the subject) but learn about how those things

can permeate into their world and into their life.” Additionally, she shared that the organization
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encourages live teaching sessions, and although live teaching is not a requirement for her subject area, she
believes it to be an important endeavor to reach students.

“I find that there are some students who just love the live sessions.” Stephanie also explained that she
tries to make the sessions as accommodating as possible, “I don't require that kids show their face or that
they... or that they respond at all. But I do ask questions during the live session that they can respond to
in the chat.”

Stephanie’s description of live sessions also acknowledged key differences between online
teaching and in-person teaching since audio-video mediums are often the only means to connect
synchronously with students. Emily, who was assigned the role of Course Representative as an extension
of her existing curriculum support role, beamed about the training opportunities for teachers that
supported their understanding of online teaching practice and how it differs from in-person teaching
practice. “(Our organization) does an amazing job, I think, training their teachers. We have set monthly
meetings. (Our organization) always has those little snippets of best practices. They are one of the best for
being at the forefront of new tools and new initiatives.” She implied her experience and training with the
virtual program guided her practices. “I always include a welcome video. I want the kids to see my face. I
definitely want them to know what I look like, what I sound like.”

Patty also identified distinguishing features between online and in-person learning as she
described how she strives to engage online learners. “When you're online, it's two-dimensional. And | feel
like it's my job to figure out how to make a two-dimensional space feel more three-dimensional. And
that's what I strive to do.” Patty also shared the opportunities the virtual program has provided her to
connect with other virtual educators “My most favorite part of (a conference I attended through the
organization) was getting a chance to talk with the people that we had in our small group. I felt like that
created a greater understanding in my mind of the organization, not just from a theoretical perspective,
but more from a personal perspective.”

All participants shared beliefs about online teaching and learning that aligned with what they

perceived as standard professional expectations for the organization. Participants shared the importance of
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maintaining high professional standards through maintaining professional routines to ensure consistency,
availability, and visibility for students. They also implied their beliefs were forged from routines
established through core expectations set forth by the organization. A philosophy about online teaching
and learning that corresponded with the virtual program was a consistent theme and a leading factor for
participation for all study participants.
RQ2: What are the experiences and perspectives of K-12 virtual teachers serving as QM Course
Representatives?

The second research question of this study asked: What are the experiences and perspectives of
K-12 virtual teachers serving as QM Course Representatives? Findings addressing RQ2 detailed what
participants experienced and perceived during the Course Representative process. Three upper-level
themes were identified to address this question including a description of the shared Course
Representative experience, perspectives on the challenges and critiques of the experience, and perceived
benefits of the experience. The description of the Course Representative experience also corresponded
with the first three tiers of the Ali and Wright (2017) model. Figure 6 presents themes addressing RQ2.

Figure 6: Themes addressing RQ2. Gray scale boxes inductive deductive themes aligned with Ali
and Wright (2017) model.
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Description of the Course Representative Experience

The first upper-level theme addressing RQ2, was descriptive in nature and provided a shared
recall of the Course Representative experience. The description of the experience also presented inductive
findings that corresponded with deductive themes described in the first three tiers of the Ali and Wright
(2017) model. As participants described the training, support, and expectations provided for Course
Representatives, they alluded to industry-standard preparation (tier 1), self-reflection (tier 2), and
awareness of institutional resources (tier 3) (Ali & Wright, 2017). Figure 7 below presents an adaptation
of the first three tiers of the Ali and Wright (2017) model and how participants described the preparation,
self-reflection, and awareness of institutional resources provided throughout the Course Representative
process.

Figure 7: The first three tiers of Ali & Wright's (2017) model reflect the participants'
descriptions of the Course Representative process, the first theme addressing RQ2.
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Industry Standard Preparation
As they began the Course Representative process, the teachers completed a 13-component,
organization-designed Quality Matters Course Representative Course, which included a link to an

external-facing copy of the QM rubric available on the QM website. Document analysis of the training
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and the associated templates affirmed a lock-step process in line with Course Representative expectations
and the organization’s guidelines to fulfill rubric standards. The organization-designed training provided
the industry-standard preparation defined in the Ali and Wright model (2017). Beth described the
organization-designed training:

I know | went through a bunch of modules to learn about (the process). | went through training to

learn what the expectations were, and there were different pieces and levels of the training in

which | learned about the process of Quality Matters™ and the expectations for it (including)
what the outcome would be and what my role in it would be.

Randall shared a similar description of the training. “We had an (LMS) course, as I recall. It
basically walked us through all the expectations and what we were supposed to turn in.” Stephanie, who
served on multiple reviews and mentored teachers serving as Course Representatives for the first time,
recollected the virtual organization evolved the training since she first served as a Course Representative.
“T think there was just a meeting with the first (experience). It was probably just a group meeting with
some curriculum people, kind of pointing out some things for me to work on.” Stephanie further
explained to prepare for her second experience as a Course Representative, which occurred in the six-to-
twenty-four-month time frame requirements of the study, she was provided an online training course prior
to beginning the peer review application process.

In addition to the training, teachers were also provided a Google Drive folder of document
templates to prepare for the official review. The templates included a standards alignment chart for
mapping course standards and objectives, a draft of the Course Worksheet, course objectives, and a
template. The templates were introduced in the training and allowed teachers to draft peer review
documentation and receive feedback from the Curriculum Staff prior to completing the official
application for review. As Barry half-joked, “Templates were provided, right? All I had to do was fill in
the stuff where I was supposed to fill in stuff.”

Self-Reflection

Sometimes, it was not as easy as “filling it in.” Participants recalled the training, or industry-

standard preparation (Ali & Wright, 2017) did go over broad details of the Course Representative process;
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however, Beth noted the variability with the content and design of organization-managed master courses
as a limitation to applying the training in practice. “Part of what was shared with me was not for English
(courses),” Beth said. Clarity of expectations that could not be drawn from the industry-standard
preparation led to reflection. Self-reflection, the second phase of the Ali and Wright model (2017)
provided teachers an opportunity to assess their prior experience and emerging new knowledge as they
engaged in a new process in a familiar domain (Ali & Wright, 2017). All seven participants identified
parts of the experience that presented opportunities for teachers to engage in self-reflection. Patty, an
educator with 30+ years of experience, admitted she had never served on a standards alignment
committee before, and the task of aligning her course to state standards felt like a novel task in a familiar
domain. “This was drilling down on a different level,” Patty explained. Barry also recalled the self-
reflection required to determine how a course he taught for a long time matched up to the prescribed
standards. He described the specific act of reflection. “T had to look at the (course) standards and see what
they were expecting, and if our stuff fitted or fulfilled that requirement. And if it didn't, | was able to
reflect and figure out how and what we could do to meet that standard.”

Joanna recalled the familiarity she had with a course she taught for a long time and the tendency
to take for granted what is clear and explicit in the learning experience provided in a course. “We should
not assume that somebody understands something because we understand it,” Joanna explained. Joanna
further shared that the process provided an opportunity for her to feel professional discomfort that would
eventually enrich her professional experience. “I really loved the (QM) project process, even though it's
uncomfortable.”

Randall shared that the insights of an outside party received during the QM review helped him
better reflect on where there may be gaps of understanding or areas of improvement needed in the course
and in overall instructional practice. “(The process) did give me a lot of information about what an
outside entity expects to see happening,” Randall said. Beth expanded and described her reflective

process:
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You reflect and think and analyze your course to see if you are really addressing the standards.

Are you really aligning across the board? Are your goals measurable, for instance? What is it

you're expecting the students to? What is the outcome that you're looking for? It makes you think

about the course in so much depth and detail. I do think it's extremely beneficial.

Awareness of Institutional Resources

The gaps in industry-standard preparation and the opportunity to reflect prompted teachers seek
out institutional resources as they identified knowledge gaps during the Course Representative process
(Ali & Wright, 2017). Throughout the 13-component training, participants were reminded four times to
reach out for support. Additionally, the training included a discussion forum where they could share
concerns with their colleagues, or the Curriculum Staff could provide direction. Participants affirmed the
explicit offers of support and perceived the curriculum staff as an institutional resource they could depend
on. Patty recalled her sense of reassurance, knowing she had someone she could turn to as questions arose
throughout the peer review. “I started working more closely with the head of the Curriculum Staff, and |
found that to be very pleasant, and | appreciated that. She's very responsive. She has a like-minded,
organizational kind of mind, like me.”

Barry who initially joked he had the documents and all he had to do was “fill them in” rebuked
his own missteps in fully understanding the process explained in the organization-provided training. “I'm
the kind of person that tries to read things, and | don't know if do a very good job with reading
comprehension. But then | have to start to do it.”” Although the training went over the steps of the Course
Representative experience, Barry explained, it was not until he started working through the process that
he realized his gaps in understanding. He recalled the support the assigned Curriculum Instructional
Leader, a virtual program teacher with extensive experience in writing fully online course content serving
in a contract leadership role to support the Curriculum Staff, provided him. “My Curriculum
(Instructional Leader) seemed to have the patience of Job and was willing to work with me.”

Randall did perceive the training to be sufficient in preparing him to serve as a Course
Representative, but he said he still needed to lean on the Curriculum Staff to clarify processes along the

way. “I don't remember having any major issues as I was going through (the training). I think I did have a
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few times where I was like, ‘Ask (the head of the Curriculum Staff): Hey is this what you're going for, or
what are we looking for here?’”

Beth said the Curriculum Staff and team supported her through the multiple mistakes and
challenges she experienced. “There were some things that I did incorrectly and had to revamp, so all of
that was kind of a learning process along the way. I had (the Curriculum Staff) there as my support as |
was going through the process.” Additionally, Beth explained talking to other teachers in her subject area
helped her better understand the expectations of preparing her own course.

Joanna shared that the support and resources provided were in line with what she had come to
expect from the virtual organization. Not only were opportunities like QM participation provided, but
ongoing semester training and supplemental learning opportunities for virtual teachers provided her with
resources to enrich her practice. Joanna explained:

I've been with (the virtual organization) for such a long time, and the (organization) doesn't seem

like a static school. It’s not like you get here, and you learn what to do and it's exactly the same

semester after semester. Every semester we have to complete something. Maybe sometimes
people feel like, ‘Oh, it's just more work,” but honestly from every training there is more
information added to help improve the quality of teaching.

Emily, who recently completed a degree in Instructional Technology, perceived the resources the
virtual organization provided to develop and enrich online instructional practice to be superior to the
Higher Education coursework she completed. Emily shared:

(Our organization) does an absolutely amazing job, I think, of training their teachers. We have set

monthly meetings. They are always having those little snippets of best practices. They are one of

the best for being at the forefront of new tools and new initiatives. They have done a really great
job. I do have a Master's in Instructional Technology. And believe it or not, | think (our
organization) does a better job training teachers (than where | completed my Instructional

Technology degree).

Stephanie and Emily were themselves an institutional resource when they served as mentors for
teachers working through the Course Representative experience for the first time. They had prior
experience serving as Course Representatives and could guide teachers through challenges specific to a

respective course and situation. Stephanie perceived her role as a mentor for Course Representatives to be

a beneficial resource teachers could turn to if they ran into challenges. “I do like that there is support for
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the teachers with a peer leader,” Stephanie said. Emily recalled that because she had experience as a
Course Representative, she had insider knowledge including the annotations provided in the Quality
Matters™ CRMS. Since teachers only had access to the external-facing rubric as they were preparing a
course for official review and before the QM peer review application was officially initiated, Stephanie
could mentor teachers who were drafting template documents and better explain how a course could
present the QM standards. Emily spoke specifically about her role as a coach and resource for teachers to
help Course Representatives with meeting Specific Review Standard 3.4 C: Multiple methods of
assessment strategies are included (Quality Matters K-12 Rubric 5" Edition, 2018). Emily favored this
standard because it stressed variety in course assessment options for students. However, she recalled
teachers leaning toward her experience to clarify what this might look like in a course and how multiple
methods of assessments could be set up in a fully online course. “I guess this is where I, as a curriculum
leader, would come in and try to supplement that (for teachers).”

Institutional support was also evident in the 13-component Course Development training and the
template documents. Throughout the organization-based QM Course Representative Training course,
participants are reminded to reach out to Curriculum Staff members and a designated curriculum support
contractor for support. Document templates also included color-coding dialogue and in-line comments
that presented questions and clarification between Course Representative participants and the supporting
staff.

Challenges and Critiques of the Course Representative Process

As participants described the process, including the industry-standard preparation, their self-
reflection, and their awareness of institutional resources, they also identified several challenges with the
Course Representative process. Although they were experienced teachers, their course design experience
varied, and all participants faced novel challenges throughout the Course Representative experience.
Additionally, they also perceived criticisms with the process and program expectations to fulfill certain

standards. The extensive scope of work, the initial learning curve, disagreement with requirements, and
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rote and redundant aspects, detailed in Figure 8 below, were identified as four sub-themes detailing the

challenging and critical aspects of the Course Representative experience.

Figure 8: The second upper-level theme addressing RQ2, Challenges and Critiques, included
four sub-themes: the extensive scope of work, learning curve, disagreement with requirements, and rote
and redundant aspects of the process.
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Extensive scope of work

Participants described an extensive scope of work, particularly in the lead-up to the actual QM
peer review. Before they could even submit a course for review, five of the seven participants, including
Barry, Beth, Randall, Stephanie, and Emily had to make several content updates to ensure the course

could potentially meet standards. Barry revealed, “It was a lot of work. It was just one more thing to add

to the day.”
Beth concurred:

The revision piece was a lot. | did the work for almost a semester. We had to extend the
process because it was more than | thought. | worked a lot on (the course). | mean, my nights and

weekends were revising the course for a semester.

Randall remembers having to replace content, particularly external links, that were featured in the
course since he started teaching it. He shared the dialogue exchanged with the Curriculum Staff.

I would tell (the Curriculum Staff), ‘Hey we need to fix this.” And their question wasn't, ‘Okay,

well what's wrong with it?” They're like, ‘No. Where did this document come from originally?’ ‘I
don't know. I downloaded it out of the course.” And they're like, “No. This came from some
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website, and it's not cited, and there aren't terms of use or the terms of use (are such) that we can't
use.” And I was like, ‘I don’t know. It's been in the course since we started.

Initial document analysis confirmed a pattern of variability in experience depending on the
condition of the course and alluded to the extra requirements required to prepare certain courses for a
successful review. As Randall explained, there were instances in courses where outside sources required
proper attribution or complete replacement to meet very important, Specific Review Standard, 4.5 C: All
instructional materials used in the course are appropriately cited (Quality Matters™ K-12 Rubric 5th
edition, 2020). To meet 4.5 C, two participants, Randall and Emily, completed a document listing
materials that did not have proper attribution. They were asked to either provide an appropriate reference
to be placed in the course or find a replacement that could include a proper reference.

Additionally, to meet required Specific Review Standard, 8.4 C: The course provides alternative
means of access to multimedia content in formats that meet the needs of diverse learners (Quality
Matters™ K-12 Rubric 5th edition, 2020), Randall completed a document verifying a list of videos that
needed captioning and checked off in the document when captions were updated. Barry also recalled
having to update closed captions for videos to meet 8.4 C and explained the time it took to learn how to
update captions in the streaming tool and relisten to videos through to edit captions.

Beyond captions and citations, participants sometimes had to provide more extensive course
revisions. Stephanie completed a chart-based document that identified standards and objectives that were
not presently met in the current course master of a specialized art course she represented. If a course set
for official peer review did not meet all prescribed subject standards, participants like Stephanie were
expected to document the missing standards and objectives and update or provide instructional materials,
activities, and assessments that could meet the prescribed standards for the course. Pushing in content
elements to meet alignment supported four QM General Standards: General Standard Two, Three, Four,
and Five (Quality Matters™ K-12 Rubric 5th edition, 2020). Stephanie recalled in her interview, “The

(specialty) art course had probably not been updated since it moved to (the current LMS).” Stephanie
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further explained, “It was taught by one person and was a great course but did not have any kind of
alignment, so far as I knew, done, up to that time.”

Stephanie shared that the course updates also added an additional layer of confusion beginning
the Course Representative process. “It was a little confusing in the beginning, especially because I had not
done that kind of curriculum work before.” However, after Stephanie successfully completed a QM
review as a Course Representative, she contracted with the organization to support teachers participating
in course reviews during a period when the organization was placing many courses through official peer
review. She recalled some of the initial challenges teachers had with updating courses. Because course
content updates had to occur in an organization-managed master course, teachers were required to
complete documentation requesting updates. Requested updates often required writing instructional
materials, activities, and assessments that could be integrated into the current course LMS and lesson
authoring tools. “(The process) took them a while to get used to,” Stephanie explained. She also recalled
her support of a specific teacher learning the process. “One teacher, I spent hours on the phone with her.
She really did not understand how the whole process worked and was not someone geared to do
something like that.” Stephanie further explained it was the course content updates that seemed to cause
the most frustration. “There were certain changes she needed to make (in the course), and she had to
(document) things a certain way.”

Learning Curve

Stephanie’s description of the frustrated teacher also disclosed another challenge teachers
experienced: the learning curve of a new process. Five of the seven participants referenced a learning
curve as they learned the responsibilities of serving as a Course Representative. Barry articulated his
learning experience:

There are a lot of forms and a lot of places to put different things. You put things where you think

they should go, and they’re not where they are supposed to go. There are also certain procedures

you need to follow to update (course content).

Barry recalled the initial challenges resolved as he continued pushing through. “It was a rocky

couple of weeks... but afterward, it was fine.”
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Before Patty served as a Course Representative, she explained she knew “zero” about Quality
Matters™. “I knew nothing. That's what made me apprehensive because I'm like, ‘I don't know what this
review process is, and | don't want to mess it up.”” She remembers her early concerns and recalls that her
initial point of contact to support her process was not very responsive. “I was really, really flustered.”
Patty recalled asking herself, “What have I gotten myself into?” She also remembered saying to herself on
a couple of occasions, “I am not sure I am the right person for this role.” However, once she received
support directly from the organization’s Head of the Curriculum Staff, her feelings changed, “Oh, yeah. I
can do this.” Patty further articulated her perception that the review process is methodical and requires the
right person who can commit to staying organized. “A successful review is probably going to require
somebody who's detail-oriented and who doesn't miss anything,” Patty said.

Course variability was a pattern established in the analysis of course documents and identified a
factor for the perceived scope of work. Course variability was also a consideration for the learning curve
of participants. Although document analysis revealed the virtual organization did furnish organization-
based templates and a 13-component training course to prepare teachers for the Course Representative
process, the variability with the content and design of organization-managed master courses often made
parts of the training not easily transferable to practice. “Part of what was shared with me (for training)
was not for English (courses),” Beth said. “Then teachers from English showed me what they did, and it
was just very different.” Stephanie also recalled the learning curve impacting most of the teachers she
supported through the process for the first time. “For some of the teachers who (were) Course
Representatives for the first time, I think it can be a really confusing (process), especially if it's not the
kind of thing you've done before.”

Disagreement with Requirements

Not only did participants experience a learning curve, but four of the seven participants addressed
specific aspects of the rubric or requirements to meet these standards with which they did not fully agree.
In some cases, points of disagreement also suggested learning curves in understanding the significance of

certain standards on the virtual learning experience. For instance, Stephanie was skeptical of the
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organizational requirement to hyperlink the title of a website instead of hyperlinking the URL of the
website. The organization sets up course hyperlinks according to content title or hyperlink purpose to
comply with accessibility guidelines established in Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (Web
Accessibility Initiative, 2023) and to fulfill QM General Standard Eight: Accessibility and Usability
(Quality Matters™ K-12 Rubric Fifth Edition, 2018). Stephanie shared her perspective:

One thing that I thought was interesting that came back in the review was when there were

external links, they wanted us to have those links named rather than having the actual link

showing for the students. Personally, | feel sometimes, that's a good idea, especially if it's a very
long link, but sometimes it's good for the students to know some of these websites (by URL) that
will be helpful to them in learning more about their art.

Stephanie’s perception of the organization’s priority to present hyperlinks according to the title
reflected both disagreements with requirements as well as the learning curve of participants. Similarly,
Beth recalled the required wording of course and lesson-level objectives (to meet General Standard Two)
as a hang-up to initially receiving QM certification. She recalls the course she represented required an
amendment to the initial review because of “something silly... (and) minor.” “It was one of the goals or
objectives that was listed.” Beth remembers the word “understand” used in the objective. “It was more the
terminology, and it was not anything major.” Although Beth was not fully convinced of the significance
of the terminology, Conklin and Barreto (2023) have concluded that writing objectives according to a
measurable expectation as foundational to guiding assessments and activities in a course. Like Stephanie,
Beth also reflected a learning curve in fully understanding the rationale of certain rubric standards.

Additionally, participants may have disagreed with the emphasis on the “forefront” of course
standards and objectives. Emily explained she understood the necessity of standards and objectives and
course alignment, but she had concerns with what she perceived as the prominence of course standards
and objectives in organization-managed master courses. She perceived this emphasis to take away from
the learning experience. Emily explained:

| feel like the kids don't even get to the lessons until four clicks in, and honestly after four clicks

in, they are already zoning out. | don't love the way that they require objectives and alignments to
be so, so present and student-facing.
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Joanna also noted what she perceived as the rubric’s emphasis on conspicuously presenting
objectives and how students might overlook the learning objectives. “The (QM) rubric did stress a lot -
showing the objectives of the course and how objectives are linked to the (subject) standards. | don't
really think students are paying much attention to this.”

Emily also shared skepticism about how the organization expected courses to meet Specific
Review Standard 5.3 C. Learning activities provide opportunities for learner-instructor and learner-
learner interaction (Quality Matters™ K-12 Rubric Fifth Edition, 2018). She explained her own beliefs
about online teaching and learning and the importance of students being able to see and hear virtual
teachers. However, she clarified her perspective that the “Meet Your Teacher” discussion forum that the
organization has teachers place as a standard in courses to support 5.3 C and other course-based
discussions may not benefit instruction. A welcome discussion board she set up as a requirement for the
external peer review was shared and elicited a response during Emily’s interview. “I don't necessarily
agree that we need a welcome discussion board. To me, it's a little nonacademic and adds an extra
workload to the students. But we are told to have a welcome discussion board.”

Emily was also concerned with the level of detail required in a welcome announcement. She was
concerned it would overwhelm a learner. While discussing a welcome announcement, she says the
organization required she placed in the course for the QM review, Emily shared her perspective.

(This announcement) is a very standard (organization) announcement. | do understand that we

are taught to do it this way because it aligns with QM. | probably wouldn't do it outside of QM. |

feel like a lot of that stuff (included in the announcement) is intuitive, and | feel like these first
announcements get a little lengthy, and the students stop reading.

Additionally, Stephanie shared concerns about the course syllabus requirement that the
organization standardized to meet most of General Standard One: Course Overview and Introduction
(Quality Matters™ K-12 Rubric Fifth Edition, 2018). Stephanie perceived the expectations and details
required for a course syllabus as potentially overwhelming for a learner. During Stephanie’s interview,

she provided elicit responses to a few syllabi she had provided for courses she represented. “I know that
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the syllabus must be there and (must) be written correctly. At the same time (...), it's not something I look
back on that much.”

Rote and Redundant Aspects

Common forms and templates examined during document analysis presented a lock-step and
standardized process, and while the documents were intended to guide a successful review, some
participants described parts of the process as rote and redundant. Five of the seven participants shared
concerns with some of the repetitive parts of the process, particularly the templates that had to be
completed in a precise way. Barry recalled the volume of documents and redundancy among different
forms. Learning all the forms and bearing through seemingly repetitive parts of the experience was also
part of the learning curve. Barry explained:

There are a lot of forms and a lot of places to put different things...Part of my

frustration... but part of (the Curriculum Staff’s) frustration too (was) that I was having problems

putting things in the right spot.

Beth also perceived some of the templates and spreadsheets provided to prepare a course for
review as repetitive. There were occasions where she felt she was duplicating processes. “I felt like I was
doing something wrong when it was repeated (in) some other (form),” Beth said. Randall concurred with
the repetitive nature of tasks and recalled sometimes self-selecting to replicate documents to ensure he
was following the process accurately. In Randall’s folder of support documents, he noted a few duplicates
of forms and templates he intentionally created as personal drafts. He explained he harbored doubt he was
doing things correctly the first time. “Yeah, there's a couple duplicates, but that tends to happen, I've
noticed, in this process,” Randall shared. Additionally, Emily, who also served as a mentor for teachers
working through the Course Representative process, recalled frustration with some of the expectations she
perceived as rote and tedious. “(The process), for me, was very redundant and repetitive work and not
necessarily (a way of) familiarizing myself with course content. It was more (like) clerical organization.”

The rote nature of certain responsibilities also drew some criticisms about the process. Two
participants, Stephanie and Emily, remarked on the multiple documents and the multiple steps required to

update content in a course. Noteworthy, Stephanie and Emily also represented multiple courses. In both
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cases, their first Course Representative experience involved courses they do teach with the organization.
However, consecutive reviews were for courses they do not regularly teach. Furthermore, because of prior
experience, both Stephanie and Emily contracted with the organization to mentor teachers who were
serving as Course Representatives for the first time. Stephanie’s contract was a temporary contract with a
set stipend, while Emily’s mentoring role was an extension of her permanent contract in a curriculum
content support role. Although she spent a significant amount of time engaging with the Course
Representative process and the rubric, serving on multiple reviews and mentoring teachers, Emily was
doubtful about the impact of the experience on her professional practice. When asked about the rubric’s
impact on instructional practice, she explained she perceived to impact to be:

(Moderate), at best. It's definitely not a, ‘Yes.” [ don't want to say no; however, because I think of

(the rubric) as more of a checklist, but I also understand that a checklist, like Quality Matters™,

comes with a price tag, and I'm not a hundred percent sure that that price tag makes it a more

effective learning environment.

Benefits for the Program and Individual

Although there were some challenges and critiques to the Course Representative process and the
rubric, and Emily questioned the significance of the experience on her professional practice, most
participants perceived the Course Representative experience as beneficial for the entire virtual
organization as well as for individual teachers. Most participants found the time and cost investment to be
a good value for the organization. Additionally, participants shared perceived individual benefits of
serving as Course Representatives and learning the QM rubric that led to the third research question and
corresponded with the Ali and Wright (2017) Online Faculty Professional Development model. Although
perceived individual benefits were a part of the overall experience, particularly the external reward of
participating in a successful review and receiving an official mark of quality, the individual benefits were
experienced more significantly post-experience and present the professional development significance of
the rubric sustained after the process concluded; therefore, individual benefits are directly discussed under

RQ3 findings.
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Participants shared the perceived organizational benefits of applying the QM rubric and
submitting courses for official review for the organization. Joanna shared that the organizational benefits
justified the cost of subscribing to QM and paying for each individual course to go through an official
review. “I'm glad that (our organization) is working so closely with (QM) and investing in this process
because | know this is a costly process. Some other (Higher Education programs) that | worked with had
to decline it because of the cost. But I'm glad that (our organization) is doing (it).”

Stephanie shared her perception that having QM-certified courses provided a sense of credibility
to the organization overall, “I think it's great to have that Quality Matters™ backing to the courses.”
Randall concurred with Stephanie and perceived a QM certification as acknowledgment from an external
party that organization-based master courses are well designed. “T'll say that maybe Quality Matters is
more of confirmation,” Randall said. ““That was cool to see that we were doing things that an outside
organization took a look at and said, ‘These are the things you're supposed to be doing.””

Barry appreciated the institution’s initiative to submit courses for review because it emphasized
high course quality throughout the organization. Although Barry did express the amount of work to
prepare a course for review, he did feel it was worth it. “The ends justify the means, right?” Additionally,
Patty remembered her feelings of esteem when the review results came back, and the course passed. “It
just made me feel a sense of pride, being associated with not only the process but with the institution,”
she said. Randall felt the opportunity gave him something he could boast about in future professional
endeavors. “I thought, this could be a good resume item.”

RQ3: What aspects of the Course Representative experience do teachers perceive as significant to
professional development?

While there were outlier perspectives and shared criticisms and critiques, participants
overwhelmingly perceived Quality Matters™ as a worthy investment for the organization. Additionally,
they described individual benefits gained from participating as Course Representatives that could endure
long after the QM review concluded. The discussion of benefits gained connected RQ2 findings with RQ3

findings. During the inductive coding process for RQ3, three themes emerged identifying what aspects of
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the Course Representative experience teachers perceived as significant to professional development,
including an enriched understanding of the virtual learning environment, application in instructional
practice, and application in teacher leadership. The three inductive themes also corresponded with the top
tier of the Ali and Wright (2017) Online Faculty Professional Development Model, applying new
knowledge.

Benefits and Applying New Knowledge

As they described program benefits, participants revealed the personal reward of contributing to a
successful external review. While receiving official notification of successful review might provide an
immediate reward, all seven participants alluded to benefits that could be extended after a review
concluded. These benefits suggested ways teachers could apply their experience in professional practice.
At the pinnacle of Ali & Wright’s Online Faculty Development model (2017) is applying new
knowledge. The deductive theme of applying new knowledge was closely connected to inductive codes
identifying individual benefits of the Course Representative experience: an enriched understanding of the
virtual learning environment, application in instructional roles, and application in leadership roles. Figure
9 below presents emergent themes aligned to RQ3 as well as deductive codes from the fourth and highest
tier of the Ali and Wright (2017) model, applying new knowledge. The themes demonstrate how
participants perceive the significance of the Course Representative experience and how the knowledge

gained can be applied in practice (Ali & Wright, 2017)
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Figure 9: Tier 4 of the Ali and Wright model presents personal benefits and aligns with the
emerging themes addressing RQ3

Enriched understanding
of virtual environment

4 D Instructional
Application

Benefits and applying new
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Leadership Application

Application of the rubric

Enriched Understanding of the Virtual Learning Environment

All seven participants described an enriched understanding of the virtual learning environment
following the Course Representative experience and their exposure to the QM rubric. Patty explained the
detail required for the rubric helped her refine her understanding of course standards, “I had not been on
any kind of standards revision committee.” Patty elaborated she previously provided some content
updates, participated in course writing teams, and served as the Course Lead, but the QM experience
provided new insights. “(It was) drilling down on a different level to what we were trying to teach
(students) and making sure everything was there that fit all the standards, and not just the standards for
Quality Matters™, but the standards for the (course) curriculum,” Patty said.

Barry also felt the experience provided him an opportunity to engage with a course he had long
taught. The experience also helped him better understand standards alignment in a virtual course. “It was
good in that | now know (my course) standard by standard. And | know that our curriculum meets every
single one of those standards because we had to painstakingly go through each one.”

Randall appreciated the opportunity of QM Course Representative experience as it led him to

consider external perspectives of virtual teaching and a familiar course.
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The biggest change for me would be looking at things that we put in the course from the
perspective of somebody from the outside who may have to look at this. So, we want to make
sure that everything is up to par and in line with the norms that you would expect as far as things
like, ‘Did we pull in this information, or did we pull in this content from a website that has terms
of use that don't allow (us to pull it into our course)?

Beth believed the experience allowed her to better understand the alignment in her course and
perceived the experience as beneficial for new teachers. “I would say going through Quality Matters™ is
something that would be beneficial for any teacher to do because of the depth you learn the standards (for
your course) and see how the course aligns with the (prescribed state) standards.”

Stephanie was able to better understand differences in design throughout her department. When
she represented the Specialized Art Course, Stephanie learned more about a course she was certified to
teach but had never taught. It allowed her to see how art standards could progress in a different course. “I
was curious about (the Specialized Art course) as an artist and an art teacher.”

Application in Instructional Practice

In addition to gaining a more enriched understanding of the virtual learning experience, all seven
participants alluded to ways the Course Representative experience could support daily instruction. Several
participants described professional routines as virtual teachers and alluded to key differences between
virtual learning and in-person learning. “When you teach face to face you have the opportunity to have - |
call it a three-dimensional teaching and learning experience,” Patty said. “When you're online it's two-
dimensional. It's my job to figure out how to make a two-dimensional space feel more three-
dimensional.” Joanna recalls the feedback she often receives from her online students about the virtual
learning experience. “They tell me, ‘I've taken other courses, foreign language courses in my school face-
to-face, and with you, | had more personal attention. | had more speaking than in many of my face-to-face
classes.’ I think this is huge,” Joanna said.

Joanna shared the Quality Matters™ Course Representative experience would be impactful for
new teachers. “I honestly feel like if you take a new teacher who has not taught and who would go

through this rubric, it is very helpful to become a good online instructor,” Joanna said the checklist the

QM rubric provides of what constitutes a good online course could also be applied to seated courses. “All
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the aspects that they introduce here are just as important in regular face-to-face courses. I think it all
supports good online teaching practices.”

Stephanie said the expectations of QM are “always in the background and support daily teaching.
I think (the expectations of QM) really help the teacher have a good foundation for adding more stuff.”
Stephanie further explained the rubric clarified expectations for course quality that allowed for a teacher
to build on the learning provided in a well-written and well-designed course:

If the course is written well and written well from the perspective of not only the student but also

the teacher and has a sequence that can be understood and includes a lot of support that the

students need in order to be successful... a good online teacher supplements as much as they can.

Joanna discussed the benefits of consistency, not only in the course, but throughout the
organization, emphasized through applying the rubric. The rubric is about “making sure that there is
consistency in the courses.” Barry also liked the consistency in course design and instructional practice
that he believed the rubric promoted. “I like the fact that Quality Matters™ provides some consistency for
the different classes ... so that everyone knows where everything is if they actually need to look at
something.” Organizational consistency was reinforced through the common syllabus templates, the
common announcement features of welcome announcements, and the standard expectation of a “Meet
Your Teacher” forum teachers used and discussed during the interviews Although there was variation in
how teachers populated these items, they all included common elements to provide a clear overview of
the course and establish structure for students.

Application in Leadership Roles

In addition to gaining a more enriched understanding of the virtual learning environment and
gaining some daily instructional insights, six of the seven teachers referenced specifically how their
experience could be applied in teacher leadership roles. The mentorship roles Stephanie and Emily held
exemplified how virtual teachers were able to apply acquired knowledge as teachers leaders. Stephanie
explained she mentored teachers from subject areas she was not familiar. “(These) were courses that [ was
totally not familiar with. There was a science course and a computer course, different kinds of things. And

my experience with Quality Matters™ really helped me to clarify things for teachers.”
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Emily, who appreciated her insider access to the annotations in the CRMS, shared her access to
the annotations allowed her to coach other teachers serving as Course Representatives for the first time.
She shared questions teachers would ask directly or ponder themselves as they were preparing templates
for the review process or developing online content for new courses adding updates to existing courses.
““What are my options for formative assessment?’ ‘Can I do it this way?’ ‘Can I do it that way?’ And
that's purposeful because there are multiple ways for formative (assessment).” She explained the
annotations for each standard provided in the CRMS were not available to individual Course
Representatives until they populated most of the organization-provided templates and the course review
application was initiated. The prior access to annotations helped Emily “unpack” the rubric expectations
and provide support for teachers who were preparing QM review templates.

Patty shared she took screenshots of some of the review feedback and shared them at her team
meeting. Although the course she represented did pass on the first submission, she wanted to share some
of the suggestions for improvement with her team. She detailed the conversation she initiated with her
team:

‘Look. This is what we did, and this is what they said. Let's take a look at these suggestions for

improvement. No one's saying we have to do it, but let's go ahead. These people are learned

people. Let's give their ideas some consideration, and let's take a look at what they're suggesting.

What do we think?” And (the discussion) sparked quite a good number of conversations where we

requested to make different changes (to our course) and created thought opportunities for

dialogue. ‘Should this, in the future be something that we look at when we make some changes?

We know the standards are going to be changing at some point. What do we want to do with this

feedback?’ That, to me, was a great opportunity because it wasn't just me and the review team.

That was me taking the (peer review team’s) suggestions back to the whole (teaching) team,

fostering great communication and idea-generating with our group.

Like Patty, Randall explained the Course Representative process allowed him to better guide his
team in making future course improvements. “I think (this is) definitely a good process for a teacher,
particularly a teacher in a leadership position to go through. It does help you understand the stipulations
that go into the course developments and whenever we make changes to the course.” Randall also

explained he understood why the process to make course changes involved more oversight from the

Curriculum Staff.
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At least | understand why it has to be that way and why (the Curriculum Staff) has to have so
much control over what's going on because they're looking at this process. This is going to be
looked at based on a set of standards from an outside organization, and we need to ensure that
everything that we have in our course is aligned with those things. (The process) helped me
understand the bigger picture of what's going on.

Overall, teachers perceived the Course Representative experience to be significant to professional
practice. Most participants shared the experience enhanced the understanding of the fully virtual learning
environment, provided takeaways applicable to daily instruction, and provided newfound professional
knowledge they could push into leadership roles. Additionally, participants found certain aspects of the
rubric to be significant to professional practice. The rubric’s emphasis on standards alignment, overall
focus on online course quality, and specific focus on online areas like digital accessibility provided
insights that teachers could apply as they worked with students daily, mentored other educators, and
considered future course improvements.

Application of the Rubric

In addition to reflecting on the impact of the rubric and the Course Representative experience
holistically, all seven participants referenced specific aspects of the QM rubric that could support their
professional development and professional practice. When referencing specific aspects of the rubric,
participants also shared insights on how new knowledge could be applied directly in virtual teaching and
in virtual leadership roles. As teacher leaders, they could pass down acquired knowledge while providing
instructional coaching for other teachers throughout the organization. The findings further detailed how
participants could apply new knowledge gleaned from the rubric (Ali & Wright, 2017). Table 6 below
presents participant references to specific aspects of the rubric and how they contribute to course quality
and online instructional practice. The table is organized by General Review Standards, but if a Specific

Review Standard is directly referenced or implied, it is included parenthetically.
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Table 7: References to General Standards from the QM Rubric and how participants can apply
these standards to directly support online instructional practice or indirectly support instructional

practice while leading other teachers

General or Specific Review Standard

Support of Online Instructional Practice or
Teacher Leadership

General Standard One: Course Review and
Introduction (Quality Matters™ K-12 Rubric 5™
edition, 2020)

General Standard Two: Learning Objectives
Competencies (Quality Matters™ K-12 Rubric 5
edition, 2020)

General Standard Three: Assessment and
Measurement (Quality Matters™ K-12 Rubric 5%
edition, 2020)

General Standard Four: Instructional Materials
(Quality Matters™ K-12 Rubric 5" edition, 2020)

General Standard Five: Learner Activities and
Learner Interaction (Quality Matters™ K-12
Rubric 5" edition, 2020)

General Standards Six: Course Technology
(Quality Matters™ K-12 Rubric 5" edition, 2020)

General Standard Seven: Learner Support
(Quality Matters™ K-12 Rubric 5" edition, 2020)

General Standard Eight: Digital Accessibility
(Quality Matters™ K-12 Rubric 5" edition, 2020)

“The rubric is doing a good job emphasizing that
everything has to be explained.” - Joanna

“The state standards are what we need to pay
attention to.” - Stephanie

“(The process) also forced me to come up with
rubrics and (answer) keys for all the assignments
because there was nothing there (3.2 C). - Barry

“This rubric is really about making sure things
like ... instructional materials...are addressed.” —
Beth

“(We) are making sure there are those interactions
(5.3 C)” — Joanna

“In this rubric, it focuses on that technology piece,
which does align with the (course) standards.” —
Beth

“Our instruction might be different in the online
world. The technology supports that are in place,
things like that, are all a piece to what we do.” —
Beth

“Is our content fully accessible to any students
that may come into it?” - Randall

Teacher Commitment

As teachers described the experience of serving as a Course Representative and learning the QM

rubric and how their knowledge could transfer to instructional practice and apply in leadership roles, they

discussed an ongoing commitment to the organization, the teaching craft, and the Course Representative

process. Teacher commitment spans throughout Ali & Wright’s (2017) Online Faculty Professional
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Development Model and was implied as participants addressed all three research questions. As RQ1
findings revealed, all teachers were experienced teachers both in a building setting and online, and all
teachers held leadership roles at the organization. They also acquiesced to participate and shared
philosophies about virtual teaching and learning that aligned with the expectations of the organization. As
participants addressed RQ 2, they described personal struggles experienced as Course Representatives,
but they worked through the training, reflected on the limitations of prior understanding, and relied on
organizational resources where needed. As they addressed RQ3 and discussed the significance of the
experience to professional development, they expressed a commitment to applying new knowledge in
teaching and leadership roles.

While Emily had some outlier views and was not sure there was a boon of professional gains
from the experience, most participants shared experiences and perspectives comparable to Randall’s
summary, “I didn't go away feeling [ wasted my time." Beth concurred. “Overall, the process was
beneficial. | think it makes you really reflect and think about every single lesson and what is being
addressed in every lesson.”

Lapse of recollection of the experience

Although teachers described a detailed, multi-phase process, that overwhelmingly yielded
organization and professional benefits and required sustained commitment, there were aspects of the
Course Representative experience they could not remember. As they described an extensive process that
often took months to fulfill, seven participants paused or stated they could not “remember” or “recall”
details about the Course Representative experience or the rubric. While the lapse of recollection did not
precisely address the three research questions, gaps in recollection were a significant finding that implied
the Course Representative experience may have fallen into the grind of other work routines. The Ali and
Wright (2017) model describes an enduring and transformative process rooted in professional growth and
reflection. Although they carried out the procedures of a Course Representative, the participants had no

set expectations or structured opportunities to consider how to dispense insights gained into instruction or
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leadership. Some participants, like Patty, did share how she brought the discussion back to her teaching
team, but a follow-up discussion was not an expectation for all participants.
Chapter Five Preview

Chapter Five will discuss the conclusions and implications of the study. Several findings
underscored prior research on K-12 virtual learning best practices, recommended professional
development for K-12 virtual teachers, and prior QM impact studies. Although the research inquiry was a
case study and case study findings are site-specific, findings may provide some analytical generalizations
(Brinkman & Kvale, 2014; Yin, 2014) regarding K-12 virtual teachers’ experiences with the Course
Representative process. These generalizations have implications for K-12 virtual educators and K-12

virtual program leaders and provide recommendations for future studies.



100

CHAPTER FIVE

Research conducted on K-12 virtual learning environments since initial proliferation in the early
2000s and continuing post-pandemic reveals unstructured approaches to course design, scattershot
approaches to instruction, and lack of meaningful professional development centered on virtual practice
may result in learning setbacks (An et al., 2021). Continuous inquiry into virtual learning environments
has led to quality assurance frameworks, including the QM rubric, as a means to provide structure,
guidelines, and sustainability to virtual programs. Although virtual program leaders frequently apply the
QM rubric in K-12 virtual course design (Legon, 2015; Quality Matters™, 2022; VLLA, 2022), its
significance in K-12 learning environments is indeterminate. This study determined leveraging teachers to
serve as QM Course Representatives, could provide a challenging and educative professional learning
experience that could enhance instruction and leadership roles, particularly if the primary role of teachers
centers on teaching and not course design. Additionally, providing teachers the opportunity to represent
program courses for QM reviews could provide extrinsic benefits for both the program and the teachers;
the program receives an external seal of quality, and the teacher could feel the professional prestige of
participating.

The Ali and Wright (2017) Online Faculty Professional Development Model, which attempts to
describe a transformative professional learning experience while applying the QM rubric, was applied as
a conceptual framework to this study. The model asserts that the application of the rubric alone cannot
transform educator practice and recommends necessary institutional, professional development
components that allow for QM application to provide an enduring professional opportunity for faculty and
teachers (Ali & Wright, 2017). However, this study provided further refinement of the tiers in the model,
finding that the “self-reflection” and “reliance on institutional resources” tiers also include a “productive
struggle” described by Trinter and Hughes (2021). The struggle and challenges of participating are
integral to engaging teachers throughout an enduring professional development experience. Moreover,
the experience calls on teachers to carefully examine their course curriculum and provides an educative

professional learning opportunity that could be sustained in instructional practice and teacher leadership
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roles (Davis and Krajcik, 2005). Additionally, the Ali and Wright model emphasizes faculty commitment
throughout QM implementation (2017); however, this study reveals not only the importance of educator
commitment during a quality assurance process but also the importance of educator and program
commitment before an initiative even begins. Such a symbiosis can provide the foundation necessary to
begin quality assurance initiatives. Moreover, if the right symbiosis and supports exist before and during
guality assurance implementation, program and educator commitment can endure long after an initiative
concludes, thus reinforcing a community of practice. The graphic below captures the refinement of the
Ali and Wright (2017) model and conveys the participant experience before, during, and after their
experience as Course Representatives. The graphic suggests a foundational community of practice and

ongoing mutual commitment as critical aspects to an enduring experience.

Figure 10: Modified Ali and Wright (2017) model that includes a foundational established
community of practice and ongoing program and teacher commitment.
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Further research could build on the limitations of this study and include the perspectives of
novice educators or explore perspectives at different virtual program sites. Additionally, further inquiry
could investigate virtual teacher leadership roles and how an individual’s professional experiences,
including quality assurance initiatives, manifest in virtual leadership priorities. Future research could also
apply different methodologies, including quantitative and mixed methods, to explore what factors K-12
teachers perceive as most significant to quality assurance in online course design and online pedagogy.
Purpose and Research Questions

This qualitative case study explored the perspectives of K-12 virtual teachers at a state-led
supplemental school who share the common experiences of teaching online courses for a fully virtual
program and serving as Course Representatives for organization-initiated QM course reviews (Creswell &
Creswell, 2013). The study’s findings aim to guide K-12 educators on the potential professional impact of
serving as Course Representatives for organizational course reviews. Additionally, the study may provide
implications for professional development opportunities for virtual teachers and drive further research on
the implementation of quality assurance frameworks to enhance educator practice. Three research
questions guided this study and focused on the experiences and perspectives of teachers serving as Course
Representatives before, during, and after a QM review including:

RQ 1: What led K-12 virtual teachers to serve as QM Course Representatives?

RQ 2: What are the experiences and perspectives of K-12 virtual teachers serving as QM Course

Representatives?

RQ3: What aspects of the Course Representative experience do teachers perceive as significant to

professional development?
Summary of Case Findings

As a case study, the findings were site-specific and described a phenomenon at a specific, state-
led, virtual school offering supplemental middle and high school coursework for students across the state

(Yin, 2014). While the state-led virtual school includes a full-time staff divided up into operational and



103

academic teams to oversee operations and curriculum and instruction, all teachers are hired in a part-time,
contract capacity. Course design and content writing are not contract requirements for teachers. Teachers
instruct from course sections based on organization-managed master courses, maintained primarily by the
full-time Curriculum Staff. Participants voluntarily participated as Course Representatives, or, in the case
of Emily, were directed to participate as a part of an existing curriculum support role. The participants
were all experienced educators, both in a building setting and online. Furthermore, all participants held
contract leadership roles in the organization. The extended leadership role of the teacher participants
implied teacher-support structures throughout the organization. All participants also shared philosophies
about virtual teaching and learning that aligned with the organization. Cowan et al. (2017) describe a
“community of practice” ( p. 43) that could support the transfer of new initiatives by involving a select
group of individuals to guide others with new learning. The “community of practice” fostered at the case
site provided prerequisite shared alignment between teachers and the program that supported the teachers’
interest in participating in reviews. Furthermore, the “community of practice” provided opportunities for
teachers to apply their new knowledge gained through the Course Representative experience in
instruction and leadership roles after the experience. Additionally, the symbiosis at the case site further
enforced Siminuch’s findings (2022) that structures of support and a culture of quality are foundational to
successful quality assurance implementation.

Case-based inquiry reinforced prior research revealing online instructional expertise does not
necessarily transfer directly to course design expertise (Crews & Wilkinson, 2015; Schmidt et al., 2013;
Stone & Springer, 2019; Trinter & Hughes, 2021). Teachers at the case site experienced novel challenges
while supporting course quality initiatives although they were experienced teachers representing familiar
courses. Teachers at the case site were not under contractual obligation to author or design master
courses, and the case site recognized the divergence between online instruction and online course design
and provided a lock-step process with training and templates to prepare teachers for their role as Course
Representatives. Additionally, the frequent offers for support mentioned in the training and discussed

during interviews demonstrated the case site had structures in place to guide teachers through a course
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design and quality assurance process. The significance of the templates and planning was a finding from
the Murillo & Jones (2020) study, which suggested templates based on QM standards can support
implementation. Additionally, the “community of practice” (Cowan et al., p. 43, 2017) at the case site
was further emphasized as participants described how they shared their new learning with other teachers.

Although participants worked through an organization-designed, 13-component training prior to
beginning serving as Course Representatives, during interviews, all participants revealed aspects of the
experience they could not quite remember. The lapse in recall implied parts of the experience may have
fallen into the slog of other professional tasks. Rice & Dawley (2009) described the preference for
practical, just-in-time professional development that blended technology skills along with tacit
pedagogical skills. It’s possible that completing the 13-component training in its entirety before beginning
the process, without the ability to implement it into practice right away, might have added to some of the
challenges participants identified, including the extensive scope of work, learning curve, rote and
redundant aspects, and the lapse of recall for participants.

Furthermore, document analysis and participant descriptions of the experience indicated the case
site training focused specifically on the role and expectations of Course Representatives and did not align
precisely with instructional expectations or instructional practices. Prior studies, including Bogle et al.
(2009), Swan et al. (2012), and Crews & Wilkinson (2015), have aligned the rubric to instructional
frameworks including the Community of Inquiry framework (Garrison et al., 2000 as cited in Swan et al.,
2014) and Chickering and Gamson’s (1987) seven principles for good practice in undergraduate
education (Chickering & Gamson, 1987 as cited in Crews and Wilkinson, 2015). While the training did
include course objectives as one of its 13 components, the objectives did not precisely align with
instructional expectations or other roles participants may have held at the organization. Aligning may
have supported some of the challenges and provided a more enduring experience for participants.

Overall, for teachers at the case site, the full Course Representative experience provided an
opportunity for teachers to engage in a novel process in a familiar domain compelled teachers to closely

examine courses with which there was instructional familiarity. Because the case site distinguished
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instructional responsibilities from curriculum and design responsibilities and teachers did not necessarily
design or author courses they taught or courses they represented, the entire experience provided what
Davis and Krajcik (2005) have described as an educative curriculum experience. Comparable to the
educative curriculum experiences Davis and Krajcik (2005) have described, the full Course
Representative experience challenged teachers to anticipate how students might interact with the
curriculum, as was the case with Barry who added assignment rubrics to provide students a clear criterion
for how they would be evaluated or Beth who added in guided notes to support student engagement with
instructional materials. Additionally, the full Course Representative experience presented an educative
experience that challenged teachers to consider the objectives of a lesson and how it fits into the larger
objectives and prescribed standard curriculum of a course (Davis & Krajcik, 2005).
Leading Factors for Participation

Overall, the study found leading factors for teacher participation in quality assurance initiatives
are organization-based, participant-based, and mutual-based. Because they were experienced teachers in
leadership roles, six of the seven participants shared that the organization’s Curriculum Staff “asked”
them to participate. Emily was the exception and explained she was directed to participate as an extension
of a prior curriculum support role. Although they were “seasoned” teachers and were course leaders or
instructional leaders, teachers were under no obligation to serve. Participant-based factors included
acquiescence, a small incentive, professional curiosity, or an interest in improving a course. Additionally,
there were mutual factors, and all participants held beliefs and engaged in practices that corresponded
with the instructional goals and priorities of the organization. The described philosophical alignment
between the participants and the institution may have eased the decision to participate as Course
Representatives.

The finding of philosophical alignment between the organization and teachers paralleled the
Simunich (2022) study that revealed shared institutional goals contributed to the successful
implementation of quality assurance. Gregory et al. (2020) also confirmed a supportive culture throughout

an organization was a factor for successful quality assurance implementation. The symbiosis between the
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teachers and the organization and the pre-existing beliefs about effective virtual learning environments
that existed prior to implementing the Course Representative process were factors that may have
contributed to all teachers committing to the Course Representative process and completing a successful
review. This finding provided a foundation for the Ali and Wright (2017) Online Faculty Professional
Development Model. Before the program even extended the opportunity and introduced teachers to the
industry standard preparation (Ali & Wright, 2017), the program had a prerequisite “community of
practice” (Cowan et al., p. 43, 2017) that fostered the right conditions for the program to rely on teachers
to support reviews and for teachers to trust the program would provide adequate training and support to
guide them through a successful review.
The Course Representative Experience of Teachers

As participants described the Course Representative experience, they alluded to a professional
development opportunity in line with the Ali and Wright (2017) Online Faculty Professional
Development Model. While describing the process they followed throughout a QM peer review, they
implied the first three tiers: industry standard preparation, self-reflection, and awareness of institutional
resources (Ali & Wright, 2017). At the base of the Ali and Wright (2017) pyramid model is industry-
standard preparation. While QM does not provide official training for Course Representatives (Quality
Matters™, 2022), the subscribing virtual program provides a QM Course Representative Training Course,
templates, and a copy of the rubric as the industry-standard preparation for teachers. Training and
templates to support teachers complimented the Murillo & Jones (2020) study, which suggested templates
can support faculty with QM implementation. Additionally, the Abouelftouh & Alsharidah (2022) study
implied the importance of professional development for faculty when implementing QM and quality
course design expectations, and the case site accounted for this by providing industry-standard
preparation.

Participants detailed a multi-step process and identified challenges and shortcomings with the
overall Course Representative process and the QM rubric. The extensive scope of work, learning curve,

rote procedures, and points of disagreement about rubric standards were identified as challenges and
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critiques. Except for Stephanie, a retired educator, all participants were employed full-time as either
classroom teachers or educational support personnel. Additionally, all participants held leadership roles
for the organization, and these roles further absorbed their time and professional focus. Although
balancing time, task, and focus are challenges for all educators; research has specified the 24/7 nature of
the virtual learning environment could impose unique challenges for virtual teachers (Farmer & West,
2017). Additionally, all participants were transitioning, almost immediately between building
responsibilities and online work simultaneously. As Barry noted, “(the Course Representative process)
was one more thing to add to the day” and the compound of tasks might have contributed to the scope of
work and learning curve. The time constraints of implementing the rubric were also a part of the Gregory
et al. (2020) findings that identified the time concerns with implementing certain standards.

Additionally, as participants discussed some of the challenges, they affirmed what research has
identified as the divergence in skills between teaching online and designing courses online (Archambault
etal., 2022; Crews & Wilkinson, 2015; Duncan & Barnett, 2010; Schmidt et al., 2013; Stone & Springer,
2019; Trinter & Hughes, 2021). Document analysis and interviews confirmed the organization did have
systems in place to account for the learning curve and necessary support. The QM Course Representative
training and support documents detailed a lock-step process that supported teachers; however, the training
and templates did not account for course-specific concerns that might have surfaced during a review. The
specific content updates required to prepare a course for a successful review contributed to the scope of
work and learning curve. Common themes addressing the challenges and variables participants
experienced coincided with the Gregory et al. (2020) study. The study found that faculty perceived the
QM rubric useful; however, there were time constraints and challenges to implementing certain aspects of
the rubric and certain standards were more feasible to fulfill than others (Gregory et al., 2020).

Furthermore, participants did not always agree with the rubric standards and the organization’s
focus on meeting certain standards. Stephanie and Emily perceived certain aspects of the QM rubric and
the organization’s priorities to meet specific rubric standards to even be detractors of learner engagement.

Stephanie was unsure whether the detailed syllabus, an emphasis on General Standard One, and a means
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to fulfill aspects of General Standard Seven focused on learner support, was something students would
refer to throughout their learning experience. Emily acknowledged the importance of standards alignment
emphasized in General Standards Two, Three, Four, and Five, but she questioned the emphasis Quality
Matters™ and the virtual program placed on standards and objectives. Similarly, Mayper’s (2022)
phenomenological study on faculty perceptions of quality assurance found one concern with applying the
rubric was the perceived lack of faculty autonomy. Stephanie’s and Emily’s perceptions demonstrated
concern about their own lack of autonomy in determining how to meet certain standards.

Additionally, the Lee et al. (2020) study identified some inconsistencies and problematic points
of the rubric, particularly in the wording of certain expectations. For instance, the words “clearly” or
“sufficient” included in the wording of certain QM standards may be open for individual interpretation
(Lee et al., 2020). This was echoed in Emily’s sentiments that standards are often open for interpretation,
particularly, if annotations are not available. Since teachers had to prepare a draft of the course worksheet
before they logged into the CRMS system, they may not be privy to full rubric annotations to further
clarify how they could meet standards since annotations of how to meet QM standards are not a part of
the external facing rubric. The 13-component training revealed teachers only had the external facing
rubric and would often have to rely on the guidance of the Curriculum Staff to infer how to meet certain
rubric standards. Without annotations ahead of time, teachers and faculty may be left asking the same
questions as Emily, “What does that mean?”” Similarly, the Murillo and Jones (2020) study also confirmed
certain standards were easier to implement than others and this case perhaps held true at the case site
where annotations and clarification about the standards was limited without direct guidance from the
Curriculum Staff.

As teachers continued through the process, they engaged in self-reflection, a component of the
second tier of the Ali and Wright (2017) model. However, self-reflection went beyond “filling in”
expectations as teachers often had to discern what aspects of the training were not relevant to their
specific course and how to transfer the training into practice. Although reflection might imply a positive

process and a means to reflect on prior and new knowledge (Ali & Wright, 2017), reflection often left
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teachers in the study feeling uncomfortable. This discomfort resembled what Trinter and Hughes (2021)
describe as the “productive struggle” (p. 2). Although “struggle” has less than positive connotations,
Trinter & Hughes (2021) explain struggle supports professional engagement as individuals restructure
their mental connections and prior knowledge. As they worked on a process focused on curriculum and
instructional design, teachers had to put aside past impressions of their course and experience moments of
professional discomfort and consider how an outside party would perceive a course. However, as they
applied the 13-component training, self-reflected, and worked through challenges, they became cognizant
of institutional resources, the third tier of the Ali and Wright (2017) model. The most prominent resources
were members of the Curriculum Staff who could answer clarifying questions and provide direct support.
Simunich (2022) also confirmed structures of support as essential to successful QM implementation.
Additionally, Trinter and Hughes (2021) confirmed a “just in time” approach to addressing challenges
and struggles that occur when engaging teachers in tasks that extend beyond their daily instruction
responsibilities helps teachers persist through new challenges (Trinter & Hughes, 2021). Participants
described the patience and support the organization provided throughout the process which guided
teachers through the difficult and confusing points of their experience.

Despite some challenges and critiques, participants overwhelmingly perceived the individual and
organizational benefits of teachers serving as Course Representatives. Perceived organizational benefits
included a mark of quality from an “outside entity” as Randall described. Stephanie shared a similar
perception and appreciated a “QM backing to the courses.” Joanna was “glad” the virtual program was
investing in QM and perceived its application as something other institutions should consider. A
distinguishing mark of quality can potentially allow a virtual program to distinguish itself from the
emergency remote experience that quite often frustrated students, teachers, and parents during the global
crisis of 2020 (Francom, 2021; Hirsch et al., 2022).

Significance of the Rubric on Professional Development
As participants shared their experience as Course Representatives, they explained they gained

deeper insight into the virtual learning environment. Specifically, they were able to consider a familiar
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course from an external perspective. Participants also identified how their experience could be applied in
instructional practice. Close examination of their course allowed teachers to better understand how their
course aligned with state standards and how they could build upon the existing curriculum. The close
examination of a familiar curriculum provided an educative learning experience (Davis & Krajcik, 2005)
as teachers had to fully consider if the content present in their course was meeting the learning needs of
students and consider the improvements necessary to ensure their curriculum aligned with standards and
lead students to mastering course objectives. Additionally, Conklin and Barreto (2023) identified how
foundational learning objectives were to the learning experience, and allowing teachers to serve as Course
Representatives did provide an opportunity for them to deeply explore how their course met prescribed
standards.

Furthermore, participants were leaders at the organization and detailed how they were applying
their knowledge in leadership roles. As Stephanie described how her prior experience with the QM rubric
allowed her to mentor teachers out of her subject area who were participating as Course Representatives,
she further extended on Cowan et al.’s “community of practice” (p. 43), or a group of individuals building
knowledge through shared practice. Patty also described a similar “community of practice” (p.43) as she
explained how she shared the peer review results with her teaching team. The reach of the QM experience
extended beyond individual participants as discussions were able to occur among teachers who had not
received exposure to the rubric or the Course Representative experience.

As an extension to their discussion about their experience serving as Course Representatives,
participants discussed the perceived significance of the rubric on professional practice in general terms.
All general standards were referenced directly or indirectly as participants discussed setting up their
welcome announcement and syllabus, completing their standards alignment chart, setting up a welcome
discussion board, and checking their course for content, tools, and accessibility. As participants discussed
the rubric and its broad application for education professionals, they expressed sentiments comparable to
Legon’s (2015) findings. Legon (2015) proposed measuring the impact of QM standards based on

clusters, inferring standards working together provide the best results. Participants implied components
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working together to provide alignment, learner interaction, and digital accessibility provided an effective
virtual learning environment.

Although participants tended to discuss the rubric holistically, seven Specific Review Standards
were mentioned. Randall, Patty, and Beth referred to 3.2 C: Specific and descriptive criteria are provided
for the evaluation of learners’ work and assist the instructor in determining the level of achievement of
learning objectives and competencies (Quality Matters K-12 Rubric 5™ Edition, 2018), as they detailed
adding grading rubrics and detailed grading criteria to the course. Assignment rubrics can serve as
internal assessment measures to support incremental learning in the lead-up to external or standardized
assessment and support the teaching and learning experience by providing a benchmark of student
performance (Kelley, 2024). 3.4 C: Multiple methods of assessment strategies are included (Quality
Matters K-12 Rubric 51 Edition, 2018) stood out to Emily as she described supporting teachers with the
task of providing multiple means of assessment, where needed. Griffith (2023) concluded overuse of
quizzes, often a preferred means of assessment in online courses, could negatively impact students’
cognitive loads and alternative assessments could enhance a learner’s experience.

Additionally, 4.1 C: The instructional materials contribute to the achievement of the stated
course- and module/unit-level learning objectives or competencies, and their relationship with learning
objectives or competencies is clearly stated and 6.1 C: Course tools support the learning objectives or
competencies (Quality Matters™ K-12 Rubric 5" edition, 2020), came up in discussion as Stephanie
described updating instructional materials and broken links. Improvements to the instructional materials
and course tools supported the clarity of courses, a significant factor in student experience according to
the Conklin and Barreto study (2023). Joanna alluded to 5.3 C: Learning activities provide opportunities
for learner-instructor and learner-learner interaction (Quality Matters™ K-12 Rubric 5" edition, 2020),
as she described the importance of interaction in the virtual classroom. The significance of learner
interaction was also confirmed in the Sadaf et al. (2019) and the Conklin and Barreto (2023) studies.
Furthermore, Randall and Barry referenced 8.4 C as they discussed pushing in captions for accessibility

(Quality Matters™ K-12 Rubric 5™ edition, 2020). Research has confirmed accessibility features,
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including media captions, contribute to the universal design of a course and provide a more equitable
learning experience (Web Accessibility Initiative, 2023). Overall, while the participants described how
they carried out their Course Representative role and prepared a course to meet QM standards, they
highlighted the opportunity to learn more about standards alignment and the significance of variety,
clarity, and accessibility on learner experience, standards perceived as beneficial to learners in the
Conklin and Barreto (2023) study.

Furthermore, as participants described some of the challenges with applying specific rubric
standards, they echoed Murillo and Jones’ (2020) findings that concluded even with a template to follow,
certain standards were easier to implement than others. Participants also referenced past inquiry that
revealed the blend of a well-designed course and strong instructor presence as a formula to provide the
best experience and outcomes for students (Schmidt et al., 2013; Stone & Springer, 2019). Stephanie
explained a well-designed course that applies QM standards provides a “good foundation” and “supports
daily teaching.”

Certain participants, Emily and Stephanie, eventually evolved to serve a support role for other
teachers. Emily and Stephanie’s guidance did imply the application of new knowledge, the top tier of the
Ali and Wright model. However, Ali and Wright (2017) use the term “transformational experience” (p.
331) as a component of their professional development model. The participants did not necessarily allude
to a transformational experience, but they did identify a greater conceptual understanding of the virtual
learning environment and its application in instructional practice and teacher leadership roles. Notably,
participants frequently referenced the rigorous tasks of informing course updates to ensure the course
fully aligned with prescribed standards. Beth described having to extend the timeline for the review
process to ensure there was enough time to provide necessary content updates. Stephanie explained she
had to “really go in” and update an art course since it had not received any full alignment updates since it
was first offered. Barry explained he can now boast that he knows his course “standard by standard.” The
close examination of the virtual course curriculum provided a “productive struggle” (Trinter & Hughes,

2021) that engaged teachers through challenges. Additionally, it fostered an educative experience that
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called for teachers to closely examine their curriculum and its efficacy in a fully virtual environment
(Davis & Krajcik, 2005).
Implications for Practice

This case study inquiry explored the experiences and perspectives of K-12 virtual teachers
serving as QM Course Representatives for organization-managed master courses. Findings suggest
considerations for programs leveraging teachers to support quality assurance initiatives and suggestions
for teachers considering support of program initiatives centered on quality assurance. In summary, the
study provides the following implications for programs leveraging teachers to support:

1. Consider the overall program structure prior to implementation.

2. Consider professional development offerings.

3. Break up training and expectations into manageable segments.

4. Establish a “community of practice” (Cowen et al., 2017, p. 43) that provides a tangible
means for teachers to apply their new knowledge (Ali & Wright, 2017).

5. Consider aligning with instructional frameworks.

When leveraging teachers to support quality assurance, institutions might consider overall
program structure and rapport between educational support staff and teachers. Study findings disclosed
several organization-based and individual-based factors that led virtual teachers to voluntarily serve as
Course Representatives for organization-managed master courses. In all cases, full-time staff members
asked teachers to participate because of their prerequisite experience and leadership roles. Teachers
agreed to participate as Course Representatives because they acquiesced, received an incentive, were
curious about the process, or perceived a chance to inform course improvements. The institution sought
teacher participation, and teachers found a personal incentive to participate. The synergy between the
virtual program and the teachers was reinforced as participants shared examples of philosophical
alignment with the organization. Pre-existing infrastructure and rapport among the teaching pool are

implied prerequisites for initiating quality assurance initiatives that leverage teachers.
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Additionally, programs planning to leverage teachers to support quality assurance, specifically in
online course design, should consider their program’s overall professional development offerings. If there
are precise expectations to fulfill quality assurance initiatives, an industry-standard preparation that
includes core expectations can help teachers realize success (Ali & Wright, 2017). Furthermore,
professional development that provides an educative experience and a chance for teachers to engage with
and learn from the curriculum (Davis & Krajcik, 2005). Although participants served as Course
Representatives for familiar courses they had taught for multiple terms, their online instructional expertise
did not necessarily transfer directly to course design expertise. The case site recognized the divergence
between online instruction and online course design and provided training, templates, and a planned,
lock-step process. The training itself included some educative elements in that it emphasized close
examination of the curriculum and detailed how to use tools to make the online content accessible and
how to discern whether the instructional materials, learning activities, and assessments met prescribed
standards (Davis & Krajcik, 2005). The prior preparation and professional development did support
successful reviews as all courses received QM certification. Additionally, as Barry explained, the process
did provide teachers with an opportunity to closely examine how their course matched up to the
prescribed standards and objectives of the course, another characteristic of educative curriculum
experiences (Davis & Krajcik, 2005).

However, templates and structure do not assuage all challenges. Participants expressed that the
extensive scope of work, the learning curve, and the rote nature of certain aspects of the process as
difficult aspects of the process. The rote and often confusing nature of the Course Representative
experience might be mitigated by breaking the training and experience into manageable segments. While
the training was broken down into 13 components, participants explained they worked through the
training and reviewed the templates in their entirety before initiating the process. Additionally, since the
time required to prepare an older course for review often exceeded the review itself, programs with dated
design, content, and technology might consider breaking up Course Representative tasks into two phases:

one phase focused on updating a course according to the rubric standards, and a second phase focused on
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the Course Representative role through an active and post-review. Furthermore, the entire rubric includes
43 specific standards, all standards the QM organization affirms match up with scholarly research and
have a proven record in practice (Quality Matters™, 2022). Given the time to update the rubric and the
scope of the rubric alone, perhaps breaking down the rubric training and the Course Representative
process into concentrated increments might provide more of a practical “just-in-time” (Rice and Dawley,
2019; Trinter & Hughes, 2021) approach. Furthermore, it’s possible professional development about
various standards could be broken up into micro-credentialing units and provide opportunities for teachers
to have more concentrated learning opportunities focused on applied research and specific rubric themes
such as alignment, clarity, interaction, or accessibility (Arnett, 2021; Quality Matters™, 2022).

Participants shared some takeaways that could be applied in their teacher leadership roles and
alluded to a “community of practice” (Cowan et al., p. 43, 2017) to implement quality assurance
initiatives. In large organizations, such as the case site that provides over 50,000 enrollments per year, it
may not be cost-effective or time-effective to train every teacher on the QM rubric or any quality
assurance metric. However, providing concentrated experiences for select individuals who can push back
their learning and expertise in discussions and leadership roles can expand the reach of quality assurance
initiatives and establish a collaborative learning community. Additionally, a “community of practice”
(Cowan et al., p. 43, 2017) encourages teachers to apply their new knowledge in leadership roles, and the
opportunity to share key takeaways with other teachers may provide a tangible application of new
knowledge as described in the Ali and Wright (2017) model. A “community of practice” (Cowan et al., p.
43, 2017) also enhances the ongoing teacher commitment sustained throughout the Ali and Wright (2017)
model. Through fostering a “community of practice,” teachers are not only committing to the steps
required for a QM successful review, but they are also committing to pushing their professional
development and new knowledge back into their leadership roles.

As teachers discussed their experiences, they also reflected on their daily routines and
instructional practices. They described how organizational requirements for a peer review, such as

populating the course syllabus, posting a welcome announcement, and providing a welcome discussion
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board, corresponded with typical instructional expectations. Although the Course Representative role was
not mandated and teachers were offered the opportunity to serve, programs implementing course quality
assurance initiatives might consider how to align the course design frameworks with existing online
instructional requirements or requirements of other professional roles. This might allow teachers to better
comprehend the fully online learning environment and ensure coalescence between high-quality online
instruction and high-quality course design. Additionally, aligning instructional expectations with course
design and curriculum initiatives, which require a close examination of the curriculum, might provide an
educative experience that enhances a teacher’s subject matter expertise and their delivery of the
curriculum (Davis & Krajcik, 2005), which in turn can contribute to continuous course and instructional
improvements.

Not only do study findings have implications for virtual programs, but there are also professional
implications for K-12 virtual teachers. Implications for teacher practice include:

1. Time and focus considerations.

2. Possible opportunities to refresh skills and participate in an educative learning
experience.

3. Embrace “productive struggle” and self-reflection in order to engage in a potentially
transformational professional development experience.

Participants did reveal the extensive scope of work, learning curve, and rote nature of certain
tasks as challenges, so teachers supporting quality assurance may have to consider time and focus factors
prior to participating in program-based quality assurance initiatives (Farmer & West, 2017). However, if
teachers can commit the time and focus, they may experience an enduring professional development
opportunity (Ali & Wright, 2017) that might refresh their skills and transfer into instructional practice and
leadership roles. The experience might provide a more in-depth understanding of the online learning
environment (Adair & Shattuck, 2015; Ali & Wright, 2017; Baldwin, 2019; Shattuck, 2015). As Dishon
(2021) revealed, the virtual environment will always be dynamic, and successful teachers will need to

constantly refresh their technology and pedagogy skills and experience. The close engagement with the
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course curriculum required to execute a successful review could provide an educative learning experience
where teachers can enhance their subject matter knowledge as they consider how the course supports
learning and what potential curriculum gaps might exist in a course (Davis & Krajcik, 2015). Not only
can a multi-step quality assurance process with a tangible outcome such as the Course Representative
experience improve the understanding of online instruction, but it can also enhance the understanding of
how a subject is taught as demonstrated in the participants improved understanding of the prescribed
curriculum standards for their respective courses.

Additionally, refreshing skills might also involve deliberate reflection, reinforced through a
“productive struggle.” While the 13-component training did provide a forum for support, pre-designed
opportunities to discuss the experience in a reflective way were not readily available. As they felt the
pangs of a novel challenge, participants had to consider their assumptions about their course and online
learning and lean into the support of the program to support them through a novel process. An implication
for teachers is to incorporate opportunities for reflection when participating in novel challenges and
engaging in productive struggles. Working through a productive struggle, overcoming challenges, and
engaging in self-reflection throughout a course quality assurance process may lead to a more
transformative professional development experience overall, as Ali and Wright describe (2017). Even if
reflection is not a program requirement, teachers supporting quality assurance might voluntarily self-
reflect as a part of their experience, so they can engage in a more enduring professional opportunity that
can push back into virtual practice.

Limitations

There were several limitations to the study including the demographics of the participants, the
setting of a single case site, the limited vantage point of the participants, and the emphasis of applying one
quality assurance rubric. All participants were experienced teachers, with at least fifteen years of
experience in education and seven or more years in virtual education. Additionally, they held leadership

roles in the organization. Joanna specifically shared, “If you take a new teacher who has not taught and
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who would go through this rubric, it is very helpful to become a good online instructor.” The participant
sample did not include novice teachers, and this was a limitation to the study findings.

Furthermore, although participants included high-school teachers with some middle school
expertise in Career and Technical Education, Math, English Language Arts, Science, and World
Language, the sample did not include teachers from every subject area or grade level at the organization.
It’s possible teachers from other subject areas might share a different experience or perspective. Perhaps
certain subject specialties may have required state standards that are easy to interpret and implement in a
fully online course compared to other subject areas. Additionally, different subject areas might
incorporate more technology by nature of the curriculum. Since the Course Representative experience
requires teachers to navigate documents, the CRMS, and an LMS, it is possible teachers representing
subject areas with less technology application may share a different perspective. Additionally, participants
working with younger students might have different instruction and course design considerations, and this
may also impact their perspective and experience.

Another limitation is the research took place at a single case site. Findings may provide some
analytical generalizations (Brinkman & Kvale, 2014; Yin, 2014) and provide implications for practice;
however, the descriptions, perspectives, and interpretations are site-specific and cannot be applied to a
broad population. The site was a K-12 supplemental school, and teachers were all part-time, contract-
based faculty, who instructed students using a copy of an organization-managed master course. Teachers
were also asked to represent courses to support organizational initiatives. Perspectives and experiences
may have differed if teachers were representing a course they designed and had decided to participate as
Course Representatives independently.

Additionally, the case study focused on the vantage point of single group of professionals:
teachers who served as Course Representative. Although document analysis was applied to triangulate
findings, the perspective of additional program stakeholders, including full-time leadership, curriculum,
and instruction staff, was not incorporated into the research protocol. Moreover, the study did not account

for the direct student perspective. While teachers did discuss the impact of high-quality courses on their
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practice and how their professional routines drive student learning, the findings presented only the teacher
perspective, and student performance data or student perspective was not included in the study findings.

Furthermore, the case study focused on a virtual program that selectively applies the Quality
Matters™ rubric for course quality assurance. Although QM is one of the most prominent quality
assurance frameworks for virtual learning, it is not the only organization focused on virtual learning
quality (VLLA, 2024). Other organizations such as the Digital Learning Collaborative (Digital Learning
Collaborative, 2024), Center on Inclusive Technology & Education (CITES) (CITES, 2024), and the
Online Learning Consortium (OLC) (OLC, 2024), also conduct research and provide guidance on quality
practice for virtual programs. A limitation to the study is the focus on the application of a single rubric.
It’s possible, other quality assurance frameworks might have yielded comparable experiences.
Additionally, several participants referenced other professional development opportunities the
organization provides, and as Joanna noted, it is possible a combination of professional development
opportunities might support the overall focus on quality.
Recommendations for Future Research

Study findings and limitations provide recommendations for future research. Because the case
study was exploratory in nature, part of the rationale of its design was to guide additional inquiry (Yin,
2014). Further research based on findings may apply different methodologies to examine what compels
teachers to participate in quality assurance initiatives, how they describe their experiences, and what
about their experiences they perceive as significant to their professional practice. For instance, since
multiple programs in the VLLA are applying quality assurance frameworks, including the QM rubric
(VLLA, 2022), a multi-case analysis could compare the impact of QM implementation on instructional
and leadership practice across programs (Yin, 2014).

Additionally, to build on findings, a quantitative or mixed-methods approach could integrate
common themes surrounding the experiences and perspectives of teachers applying the QM rubric into a

survey design. Other suggestions for quantitative or mixed-method methodologies could incorporate
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student perspectives or performance data into the protocol. Because the sample involved K-12 students,
considerations for an IRB protocol that would include student data would need to be considered.

Furthermore, since the study was limited to experienced teachers and some participants suggested
the Course Representative experience would be beneficial for novice virtual teachers, studies focused on
the impact of Course Representative experience on new teachers may expand on findings. Research
could also correlate the perceived impact of the rubric on instructional practice with the grade level,
subject, and experience level of teachers. Research examining whether experience, grade, and subject area
impact perspective might account for some of the limitations based on this study’s respective participant
sample.

Not only was the study limited to one case site, but the study was also limited to experiences and
perspectives about one specific course design framework. Since other frameworks and organizations do
exist to guide online quality, additional research that compares the application of various course design
frameworks among virtual programs might inform additional options for building teacher capacity and
enriching their understanding of the fully online virtual learning environment.

As participants described their experiences, they identified high professional standards and
described effective online practices that diverged from classroom practice. While not directly related to
QM, these findings could lead to future research focused on what teachers perceive as effective virtual
instruction practice and effective virtual leadership processes and routines. Additionally, since
participants shared a philosophical alignment with the virtual program, and this contributed to their
participation as Course Representatives, inquiry focused on the culture of virtual schools and how they
support students, teachers, and a culture of quality may provide more insights into K-12 virtual education
in general.

Furthermore, while there has been a steady stream of research focused on K-12 virtual learning
environments since the initial insurgence of programs at the start of the century, longitudinal research or
systemic reviews centered on how programs and practices have evolved alongside technology

advancement, the technology exposure of students, and the virtual learning experiences of ERT, might
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provide additional knowledge and dialogue about how to maintain relevant and current virtual learning
practices. All participants were experienced teachers and many shared routines as Joanna mentioned,
“that work™ and “they are sticking to.” While routine can provide alignment, clarity, and consistency, all
concepts emphasized in the QM rubric (Quality Matters™ K-12 Rubric Fifth Edition, 2018), these
attributes may not always keep tempo with emerging technology. “Currency” is specifically stated in QM
Required Specific Review Standard 4.5 C rubric (Quality Matters™ K-12 Rubric Fifth Edition, 2018),
and it may be worth examining how programs strive for currency and relevancy in a world where
machine learning is no longer a far-fetched plot driver of summer popcorn films.

Summary

The opening chapter provided a rationale for the research. K-12 virtual teachers at state-led,
supplemental virtual schools may support quality assurance initiatives and serve as Course
Representatives for official QM reviews; however, it was uncertain whether the time and focus
investment provided ancillary benefits beyond an official seal of quality. This inquiry explored the
experience and perspectives of K-12 virtual teachers who served as Course Representatives including
what led them to participate and what they perceived as significant to professional practice.

The second chapter surveyed the early history of K-12 virtual learning and described how
emerging research has supported best practices. Research has also led to established frameworks focused
on instructional quality and course design quality, including the QM rubric. Chapter Two examined
existing literature on the QM rubric, but most of these studies were conducted in higher education
settings. This research aimed to extend inquiry of quality assurance initiatives in K-12 learning
environments.

The third chapter described the applied methodology. A case study approach integrated multiple
data sources including document analysis and participant interviews. A five-phase data analysis process
(Bingham, 2022) guided inductive themes and deductive findings corresponding with the Ali and Wright

(2017) Online Faculty Professional Development model and the QM K-12 rubric.
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The fourth chapter discussed common themes derived from the data that addressed the research
guestions. Organization-based, participant-based, and mutual factors contributed to teachers participating
as Course Representatives. Teachers perceived some challenges and critiques as they underwent the
Course Representative process and applied the rubric. However, they also perceived benefits for
subscribing programs and individual teachers that lined up with the Ali and Wright (2017) model.
Specifically, they implied they could apply their new knowledge (Ali & Wright, 2017) in instructional
practice and leadership practice, and the overall experience provided a more enriched understanding of
the virtual learning environment.

The fifth and final chapter recalled prior research that corresponded with study findings including
prior QM impact studies and studies focused on professional development for K-12 virtual teachers. The
discussion also describes implications for practice, specifically for virtual program leaders and teachers.
Additionally, further inquiry that applies different methodologies and builds on themes and limitations
could also extend the research.

Conclusion

In closing, through this iterative process, | provide a nominal contribution to research centered on
K-12 virtual learning. First, the study reinforces the significance of quality assurance and its impact in
virtual settings. To date, prior research in virtual learning has either emphasized higher education settings
or explored emerging best practices for K-12 environments. However, K-12 programs have been around
for the duration of the 21% century, and examining how they sustain through evolving quality and practice
supports educational research at large. Current research on K-12 virtual programs considers the
technological advancements and implementation of practices centered around students born into a
multimedia landscape that has achieved rainforest density since K-12 programs were initiated almost
three decades ago. As scattershot online practices of the pandemic revealed, quality assurance is
paramount for durable K-12 virtual programs (Francom, 2021; Hirsch et al., 2022). Teachers are at the

frontline of a high-quality experience. Engaging teachers in quality assurance initiatives enacts a close
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connection between a well-designed course and an intentional teacher and reinforces a “community of
practice” (Cowan et al., 2017; Schmidt et al., 2013; Stone & Springer, 2019).

Although I cannot conclude that QM is the only means to ensure quality and engage virtual
educators in program enhancements, the forethought and intentionality of implementing quality assurance
initiatives, such as supporting teachers serving as Course Representatives, did result in successful reviews
for a virtual program and provide takeaways that enriched educator practice. Quality assurance that
engages teachers who are at the forefront of the learner experience may continue to bind established
programs and faculty. It can also continue to enforce commitment and engagement and improve program

outcomes overall. As Barry explained, perhaps “the end does justify the means.”
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APPENDIX A: SITE DIRECTOR EMAIL

CHARLOTTE

Dear Dr. Murphy,

I am interested in conducting a qualitative focused on the experiences and perspectives of K-12
virtual teachers who have served as Quality Matters™ Course Representatives for organization-managed
master course peer reviews. The study aims to guide K-12 educators on the potential professional impact
of serving as Course Representatives for organizational course reviews. The study is a part of an applied
dissertation which will be completed for partial fulfillment of EdD requirements.

Since you are the Executive Director of North Carolina Virtual Public School, the selected site of
my case study, | seek your permission to request, collect, and analyze LMS course materials and Google
Drive documents aligned with the organizational-based Quality Matters™ training and support process
for teachers including the LMS -based training for teachers, the LMS courses used for QM review
including teacher-generated materials, and Google Drive documents supporting the teacher Course
Representative experience including template documents teachers populated to prepare for review.

I seek your permission to contact teachers via their organizational email who are currently or
previously enrolled in the NCVPS-based QM Course Representative training course to acquire a
purposeful sample of teachers at your organization.

In the outreach email, teachers will be asked to complete an initial interest survey verifying their
eligibility and providing online consent. Upon completion of the interview, participants will receive a $30
Amazon gift card sent to their personal email.

In report findings, NCVPS will be identified as a K-12, state-led, supplemental virtual school, but
no regional identifiers will be incorporated.

If there are any concerns or questions regarding this study, please email me at
dmleongu@charlotte.edu or via cell 704-608-9422.

You may also contact dissertation committee chair, Beth Oyarzun at beth.oyarzun@charlotte.edu
or 704-687-8711.
Thank you,

Darlene M. Schaefer
EdD Candidate, Learning, Design, and Technology



149

APPENDIX A (CONTINUED): SITE DIRECTOR EMAIL

By signing this document, you are agreeing to support LMS access, Google Drive access, and
teacher solicitation and participation at your organization to support inquiry on how your program applies
the Quality Matters™ rubric. Please be sure you understand what the study is about before you sign. You
will receive a copy of this document for your records. If you have any questions about the study after you
sign this document, you can contact the study team using the information provided above.

Executive Director Name (PRINT)

As the Executive Director of _, | grant EdD candidate, Darlene Schaefer, access via her UNC
Charlotte email to the site Learning Management System materials aligned to this study. Initial

As the Executive Director of _, | grant EdD candidate, Darlene Schaefer, access via her UNC
Charlotte email to Google Drive materials aligned to this study.
Initial

As the Executive Director of _, | grant EdD candidate, Darlene Schaefer, permission to contact
teachers enrolled in the Course Representative Training course as a part of this study. Initial

Signature Date
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APPENDIX B: PARTICIPATION SOLICITATION EMAIL

CHARLOTTE

Hello!

You are receiving this email as organizational records indicate you have participated in the
Quality Matters™ course review process as a Course Representative for an organization-managed master
course.

We are interested in conducting a case study inquiry focused on K-12 online teachers’
experiences and perceptions as Quality Matters™ Course Representatives. The study aims to guide K-12
educators on the potential professional impact of serving as Course Representatives for organizational
course reviews. The study is a part of an applied dissertation which will be completed for partial
fulfillment of EAD requirements.

We are looking for teachers who have served as QM Course Representatives to participate in a
60-minute semi-structured interview inquiring about their experiences and perspectives. All documents
and study findings will ensure your privacy, and you will receive further information on how your
identity will be protected on a signed consent form.

The anticipated date of interviews is May and June 2024. To compensate for your time, all
participants who attend the scheduled interview will receive a $30 Amazon gift card sent to their personal
email. Identified participants will receive an email to confirm an interview time and to complete a signed
consent form.

If you are interested in participating in this study, please complete the Google Interest Form.

If there are any concerns or questions regarding this study, please email me at
dmleongu@charlotte.edu or via cell 704-608-9422. You may also contact dissertation committee chair,
Beth Oyarzun at beth.oyarzun@charlotte.edu or 704-687-8711.

Thank you,

Darlene M. Schaefer
EdD Candidate, Learning, Design, and Technology



151

APPENDIX C: RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND DATA COLLECTION

Research Document Sources Interview Questions Summary of how data addresses the
Questions research question
RQ1: What led  Email solicitation to Provide a brief description of your Documents describe teacher

K-12 teachers
to serve as QM
Course
Representative
s?

RQ2: What are
the experiences
and
perspectives of
K-12 virtual
teachers
serving as QM
Course
Representative
S?

teachers offering Course
Representative
participation

Job description of Course
Representative contract
for the organization

Preparation training from
the Learning Management
System

Documents and templates
the organization provided
to support the Course
Representative process.

Preparation training from
the Learning Management
System

Documents and templates
the organization provided
to support the Course
Representative process.

Sample welcome
announcements teachers
created for the review

Sample syllabus teachers
created for the review

daily work expectations and routines?

Tell me about how you decided to
participate in the QM course review
process as a QM Course
Representative?

What professional development
experiences have had the greatest
impact on your online instructional
practice?

Tell me about how you decided to
participate in the QM course review
process as a QM Course
Representative.

Describe, in your own words, the
training you received prior to
beginning the QM course review
process.

Describe, in your own words, what
you needed to do as a QM Course
Representative, including what you
did to prepare for the review, what
you did during the active review, and
what you did in the post-review.

At this time, | am going to appshare
some of the resources you provided in
the course you set up for QM review.
I have a few questions | am going to
ask you about these resources that
align with the Course Representative
process and QM review.

First, tell me about your welcome
announcement. Why did you decide
on the media and words you used,
and in what ways did your QM
experience and understanding of the
rubric support the creation of this
announcement?

Now tell me about your teacher
introduction page. In what ways did
your QM experience and your
understanding of the rubric support
your introduction?

expectations of the Course
Representative process.

Documents describe how the
organization communicated the
expectations with teachers.

Questions ask teachers about their
professional background and their
experience being offered an
opportunity to serve as QM Course
Representative.

The documents describe the
professional development materials
and templates teachers were provided
or asked to complete as they served
as Course Representatives.

The interview questions ask
participants to describe their
responsibilities, the training and
support offered, the materials they
provided for the QM peer review, and
their reasoning for creating/providing
these materials.
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APPENDIX C (CONTINUED): RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND DATA COLLECTION

RQ3: What
aspects of the
Course
Representative
experience do
teachers
perceive as
significant to
professional
development?

Copy of the QM K-12
rubric

Sample welcome
announcements teachers
created for the review

Sample syllabus teachers
created for the review

Tell me about the syllabus you
provided for the review. In what ways
did your QM experience and your
understanding of the rubric support
your introduction?

What, if anything, do you see as the
impact of your Course Representative
experience?

What overall takeaways, if any, do
you have from the QM Course
Representative process?

How would you compare the Course
Representative process to other
professional development
opportunities?

What overall takeaways, if any, do
you have from the QM process?

Documents include the QM eight
General Standards and 43 Specific
Review Standards as well as artifacts
teachers created to meet these
standards for a course review.

Interview questions ask teachers to
reflect on what aspects, if any, of the
Course Representative process they
perceive as significant to professional
practice.
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APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
Overview of case study

The information you provide during this interview is critical to addressing research questions
focused on the experience and perspectives of teachers who served as Course Representatives.
Additionally, as a part of this case study, documents will be requested by organizational leadership to
demonstrate the training and support you were provided during the course review process. To support
research triangulation, content you may have completed as a part of the Quality Matters™ course review
process, including your teacher announcements, welcome message, syllabus, and customized introduction
page, will be discussed in this study and screen shared during this interview. All artifacts will be redacted
or replaced with an alias to ensure your privacy. Do you understand how the documents you have created
for the QM review process will be used in this study?

Warm-up questions:
e Tell me about your background and overall professional experience.
e Describe your online professional history prior to your service as a QM Course Representative —
this can include any experiences you have had in addition to teaching online.
e Describe your philosophy about teaching and learning online.

Teaching Perceptions and Responsibilities
e Provide a brief description of your daily work expectations and routines?
e You may also describe your daily expectations of any other roles you hold or have held (teacher
instructional leader, course leader, course developer)
e What professional development experiences have had the greatest impact on your online
instructional practice?

QM Course Representative Participation
e How long were you teaching online before you served as a QM Course Representative?
e Tell me about how you decided to participate in the QM course review process as a QM Course
Representative.
e What led you to participate?
e Why did you decide to participate?

QM Training
e Describe, in your own words, the training you received prior to beginning the QM course review
process.

e What aspects of the QM process do you believe were well explained in the training?
e What aspects of the QM process do you believe were not well explained in the training?
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QM Course Representative Process

Describe, in your own words, what you needed to do as a QM course representative, including
what you did to prepare for the review, what you did during the active review, and what you did
in the post-review.

What changes did you make to your course because of the review?

Do you believe you would have made these changes without the peer review? Explain.

What, if anything, do you see as the impact of your Course Representative experience?

On your professional practice?

How about your perceptions of online teaching and learning?

How would you compare the Course Representative process to other professional development

opportunities you have experienced?

OM Rubric

Although you received some exposure to the rubric, in our interview confirmation
correspondence, a one-page copy of the Quality Matters rubric was shared with you. The rubric
provides eight general standards and 43 specific review standards. What, if any, specific aspects
of the QM rubric do you perceive as significant to your online instructional practice (a copy of the
K-12 QM rubric will be shared as a part of the interview scheduling confirmation email)? You
may reference general standards or specific standards or aspects of the rubric in general.

What, if any, specific aspects of the QM rubric do you find as a hindrance to effective teaching
practice (a copy of the K-12 QM rubric will be shared as a part of the interview scheduling
confirmation email)? You may reference general standards or specific standards or aspects of the
rubric in general.

In what ways, if any, has your familiarity with the QM rubric impacted your

your professional practice?

Discussion of Teacher Artifacts created for QM Review

e Atthistime, | am going to appshare some of the resources you provided in the course you set up
for QM review. | have a few questions | am going to ask you about these resources that align with
the Course Representative process and QM review.

o First, tell me about your welcome announcement. Why did you decide on the media and
content you used, and in what ways did your experience and your understanding of the
rubric support the creation of this announcement?

o Now tell me about your teacher introduction page. In what ways did your QM experience
and your understanding of the rubric support your introduction?

o Tell me about the syllabus you provided for the review. In what ways did your QM
experience and your understanding of the rubric support your introduction?

Wrap-Up
e What overall takeaways, if any, do you have from the QM Course Representative process?
e Anything else you would like to share?

Thank you so much for participating in this interview. | plan to reflect on your responses and transcribe
our discussion. I will send you a copy of the transcript, and a summary of initial findings within the next
two weeks via email. You will be provided the opportunity to review the transcript and summary through
email to ensure they convey your perspective. As | am reviewing data at any time during this study, | may
email you back for clarity on discussion points or to follow up on other items that might emerge during
data analysis. Will this be, ok?
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Key: Rows with the darkest shade colors present the research questions. Rows with the second darkest
shade of each color represents the upper-level themes. Rows with lighter shade and italics represent sub-
themes and lower-level codes. Most themes, unless noted, are inductive themes. In some cases, inductive
themes may integrate into deductive themes or deductive themes may integrate into inductive themes.

Code Name Code Description Sources References
RQ1: What led K-12 virtual Before the process; 10 276
teachers to serve as QM Course | Organization-based factors;
Representatives? Participant-based factors;
Mutual factors that existed
before the Course
Representative process began.
Acquiescence Participant-based factor 4 10
Career Experience Organization-based 8 42
factor
Improving a course Participant-based factor 3 9
Professional Curiosity Participant-based factor 5 11
Leadership Roles Organization-based 7 40
factor
Philosophical Alignment Mutual factors 9 146
High Professional 7 65
Standards
Online Teaching 5 20
Philosophy of Participants
Participant Distinction 5 15
between Online vs. In-Person

RQ2: What are the experiences | During the process; Description 10 202
and perspectives of K-12 of the process; Perspectives on
virtual teachers serving as QM | the process during the Course
Course Representatives? Representative process.
Challenges and Critiques 10 132
Extensive scope of 8 40
work
Learning Curve 5 15
Disagreement with 4 18
process and results of QM
review
Rote and Redundant 4 8
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Code Name Code Description Sources References
Description of the experience Participants describe the Course 8 62
Representative experience
A&W Industry Standard References to the first phase of 6 8
Preparation (Deductive Theme) | the Ali and Wright (2017)
model
Documents for QM Emergent theme that 6 20
process corresponded with Ali and
Wright (2017) model
Organizational Emergent theme that 5 8
Training for QM corresponded with Ali and
Wright (2017) model
Lock Step Process Emergent theme that 10 17
corresponded with Ali and
Wright (2017) model
A&W Self Reflection References to the second phase 7 22
(Deductive Theme) of the Ali and Wright (2017)
model
Variability depending Emergent theme that 8 17
on course corresponded with Ali and
Wright (2017) model
A&W Awareness of References to the third phase of 5 12
Institutional Resources the Ali and Wright (2017)
(Deductive Theme) model
Support received from | Emergent theme that 11 57
organization corresponded with Ali and
Wright (2017) model
Lapse of recollection Participants could not recall all 7 8

aspects of the process.

Benefits Beneficial for the organization 7 71
Beneficial for participants
A&W Applying New References to the fourth phase 7 22
Knowledge of the Ali and Wright (2017)
model
Application in Emergent theme that 7 25

Instructional Practice

corresponded with Ali and
Wright (2017) model
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Code Name Code Description Sources References
Enriched Emergent theme that 7 20
Understanding of the Virtual corresponded with Ali and
Learning Environment Wright (2017) model
Leadership Application Emergent theme that 6 12
corresponded with Ali and
Wright (2017) model
Reference to Specific Rubric Specific references to the eight 14 53

Standards

General Standards and seven
Specific Review Standards.
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