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Abstract 
 

Northeastern Pennsylvania administrators have limited availability of data related to 

online and blended learning. Through the use of an electronic survey, incorporating 

closed- and open-ended questions, the study examined the status of fully online and 

blended learning in K-12 public schools in Northeastern Pennsylvania and analyzed 

administrators’ perceived importance of and barriers to fully online and blended learning. 

Results of the study revealed perceptions related to the importance of meeting the needs 

of specific students and desire to expand programs, as well as barriers related to potential 

growth. Recommendations include revisions to and creation of online and blended 

learning policy, establishing district wide teams engaged in the planning and 

implementation of online and blended programs, and additional study to address the 

limited data on stakeholder perceptions. 

 Keywords: fully online, blended learning, administrators’ perceptions 
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CHAPTER ONE: THE PROBLEM 

Introduction 

Online learning is one of the fastest growing movements in educational uses of 

technology in grades Kindergarten through Twelfth (K-12).  Close to two million online 

courses are taken by public school students annually (Queen, Lewis, & Coopersmith, 

2011).    Online courses not only expand the range of offerings to all students, but they 

provide an outlet for certain types of learners.  In addition, online learning has become 

popular because of its potential for providing more flexible access to content and 

instruction at any time, from any place (Means, Toyama, Murphy, Bakia, & Jones, 2009).  

Frequently, the focus entails (a) increasing the availability of learning experiences for 

learners who cannot or choose not to attend traditional face-to-face offerings,  

(b) assembling and disseminating instructional content more cost-efficiently, or  

(c) enabling instructors to handle more students while maintaining learning outcome 

quality that is equivalent to that of comparable face-to-face instruction (US Department 

of Education, 2010). 

 The growth of online learning in the K-12 setting carries with it an opportunity 

that has not existed in the past with education technology.  Online learning has the 

potential to be a disruptive force that will transform the “factory-like, monolithic 

structure that has dominated America’s schools into a new model that is student-centric, 

highly personalized for each learner, and more productive as it delivers dramatically 

better results at the same or lower cost” (Horn, Staker, Hernandez, Hassel, & 

Ableidinger, 2011, p.2).   
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Leaders take risks with every decision they make in education because they do 

not know if they are providing the kind of education students will need to survive and 

thrive in the 21st century (Fullan, 2008). Discerning technology for a task, becoming 

proficient using technology, and becoming creative problem solvers requires developing 

21st century literacy skills (Burkhardt, Monsour, Valdez, Gunn, Dawson, & Lemke, 

2003). Due to a paradigm shift, public school districts are forced to develop policy 

regulating and managing student involvement with online learning environments. 

Flexible support systems can help students master skills, core subject knowledge, and the 

literacies required. Not providing students with opportunities to develop 21st century 

skills and proficiencies will create disconnect between the innovative jobs and the skills 

of the workforce (Chao, 2001). As educators prepare students for the demands in this 

millennium, it is important to examine the role of online and blended learning.  

The case for developing 21st century competencies through online and blended 

learning supports changes in the workforce in a global economy. Diverse work teams 

located around the globe and connected by technology are becoming the norm for 21st 

century work (Trilling & Fadel, 2009). Technology is ubiquitous in society and has 

transformed every major industry and every aspect of life. Yet the education sector lags 

behind in harnessing its power (Vockley, 2009). Physical classroom space limits the 

times and types of learning students can experience. The unwavering expectation that 

teachers and students have to be at school for the same hours every day supports an 

entrenched monotony (Hayes Jacobs, 2010).  

The U.S. Department of Education (USDOE, 2010) National Education 

Technology Plan encouraged states, districts, and schools to:  
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 provide every student with access to online learning opportunities;  

 develop standards and policies for earning credit through online and blended 

learning that aligns with the criteria for earning course credits in local schools;  

 provide the ability to participate in online learning communities that cross 

disciplines, organizations, international boundaries and cultures (p. 3).  

Studies need to address the gap in the literature by adding to the body of 

knowledge regarding online and blended learning in K-12 schools. “Barriers still exist for 

many students in K-12 schools who wish to participate in online and blended learning 

options, and for many educators who seek to start an online program” (Watson, Murin, 

Vashaw, Gemin, Rapp, & Evergreen Education Group, 2010, p.4). A continuing need 

exists for policymakers to develop a framework to allow and encourage online and 

blended teaching and learning to enhance, expand, and transform learning (Watson et al., 

2010).  

Background 

Online learning gained its pedigree from distance education, which goes back at 

least 100 years.  However with the advent of the Internet and the World Wide Web, the 

potential for reaching additional learners has increased greatly and online learning offers 

rich educational resources in multiple media and the capability to support both real-time 

and asynchronous communication between instructors and learners (US Department of 

Education, 2010).   

 The National Center for Education Statistics estimated that 37 percent of school 

districts had students taking technology-supported distance education courses during the 

2004-2005 school year (Zandberg & Lewis, 2008).  Enrollments in these courses, which 
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included two-way interactive video as well as Internet-based courses, were estimated at 

506,950, a 60 percent increase over the estimate based on a survey for 2002-2003 (Setzer 

& Lewis, 2005).    As online programs expanded and greater research projects were 

conducted, it was determined that there was a steady increase in K-12 participation. As of 

the end of 2010:  

 Forty-eight of 50 states, plus Washington D.C., provided supplemental or full-

time online learning opportunities to at least some students. 

 Thirty-nine states had state virtual schools or state led initiatives for virtual 

schools.  

 Twenty-seven states, plus Washington D.C., had full time online schools serving 

students statewide (iNACOL, 2010 and Watson, Murin, Vashaw, Germis & Rapp, 

2011).   

It should also be noted that online instruction may be supplemental – individual courses 

or full course load – within or across multiple school districts or states or even 

internationally (Natale, 2011).  In addition, instruction may be delivered synchronously 

or asynchronously and the type of online instruction may range from fully online to face-

to-face instruction, where the educator is in the classroom while students are working 

online.  Natale (2011) identified five main categories of online programs: 

1. State virtual schools: These statewide initiatives are generally run by state 

agencies, funded through legislative appropriation, and offered as 

supplemental courses for students enrolled in other schools part-time. 
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2. Multi-district online schools: These programs are frequently organized as K-

12, full-time charter schools that are normally affiliated with educational 

management organizations. 

3. Single-district programs: These programs are run by a district and generally 

serve students within the district.  The online courses may be provided by 

private vendors, full-time online schools, and state virtual schools or by the 

district themselves and are supplemental in nature. 

4. Consortium programs: These programs are essentially hybrid programs that 

may be run by a group of school districts, a nonprofit or another intermediate 

education agency. 

5. Post-secondary programs: These online programs are usually run by a 

university or college and provide mostly high school or credit-recovery 

courses.  May be full-time or supplemental.  

Additionally, there is a distinction between online formats.  The two most 

common formats of online learning are referred to as “fully online” and “blended 

learning” (Picciano & Seaman, 2009).   “Fully online” is a term that indicates that the 

entire academic experience is provided through the computer in an online environment 

that can include but is not limited to e-mail, chat rooms, and online lectures with 

assignments and feedback.  Students may take full class loads or single courses as they 

progress through their often unsupervised, solitary, computer-based education (Picciano 

& Seaman, 2009).  “Blended learning,” on the other hand, is a mixture of in-person and 

online instruction.  Most of these courses take place within schools and are offered as 

supplemental or credit-recovery courses.  Moreover, in the blended learning environment, 



6 
 

there are face-to-face interactions and checks for understanding that cannot be conducted 

in the same manner online (Picciano & Seaman, 2009).   

Complicating the delivery of the online instruction is the policy surrounding the 

programming.  In most cases, states and districts have different policies regarding 

academic requirements and student access to online learning environments.  A handful of 

states require students to take one or two online courses to graduate.  One argument for 

such a requirement is that the ability to work independently in an online environment is a 

necessary 21st century skill that new graduates will likely need to practice in the 

workplace as well as to negotiate their day-to-day lives (Picciano & Seaman, 2009).  By 

establishing policy, district leadership ensures, in accordance with recent research, that 

their students can reap the benefits of online learning.  

Many school districts believe that online learning has the power to transform their 

K-12 system of education by providing the means to personalized learning and ensuring 

all students have access to quality learning and extended learning in a cost-effective 

manner.  Christensen, Horn, and Johnson (2008) in their book Disrupting Class: How 

Disruptive Innovation Will Change the Way the World Learns which forecasts that half of 

all high school classes will be online by 2019.  While many Boards of Education do not 

share the same prediction, many school boards recognize the importance of creating an 

online learning environment that can enhance their current academic models.   

Online learning environments have grown so much in recent years at the K-12 

level that the main issue is no longer whether or not online learning is occurring, but 

rather how it is being implemented.  “As of late 2011, online and blended learning 

opportunities exist for at least some students in all 50 states plus the District of Columbia, 
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but no state has a full suite of full-time and supplemental options for all students at all 

grade levels” (Watson et al., 2011, p.4).  To foster academic development along national 

trends, school districts must examine research and decide to create policy to regulate and 

implement online learning environments for students K-12.  However, the decision to 

move curricula and instruction from the traditional, face-to-face model in a brick and 

mortar setting to online learning environments must come about after much deliberation 

on a multitude of factors.   

In a 2009 review of literature, Barbour and Reeves identified multiple benefits of 

online learning.  Their analysis yielded five advantages to online learning.  The benefits 

of virtual learning could be divided into five main areas: higher levels of motivation, 

expanding educational access, providing high-quality learning opportunities, improving 

student outcomes and skills, allowing for educational choice, and achieving 

administrative efficiency (Barbour & Reeves, 2009).  However, along with the benefits, 

there were a number of challenges associated with online learning.  Barbour and Reeves 

(2009) described these challenges as the high start-up costs associated with virtual 

learning, access issues surrounding the digital divide, the approval or accreditation of 

particular online environments, and the student readiness and retention issues.  Moreover, 

critics contend that adequate safeguards on quality are lacking.  There needs to be 

incentives for online programs to provide high-quality outcomes first and secondarily to 

do so at a lower cost (Horn & Staker, 2011).   

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this mixed methods study was to examine the status of fully online 

and blended learning in K-12 public schools in Northeastern Pennsylvania, as well as to 
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analyze administrators’ perceived importance of and barriers to fully online and blended 

learning. For the purpose of this study, status of online and blended learning referred to 

the nature and extent of online and blended learning in Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 

public schools.  This mixed methods study utilized a concurrent, pragmatic design of a 

validated survey instrument to collect and analyze quantitative and qualitative data.  The 

research tool was designed and used in the studies K-12 Online Learning: A Survey of 

U.S. School District Administrators (2007) and K-12 Online Learning: A 2008 Follow-up 

of the Survey of U.S. School Administrators (2009), both written by Anthony G. Picciano 

and Jeff Seaman and published by the Sloan Consortium.  The results of the current study 

assist elementary and secondary school administrators in planning, implementing, and 

monitoring fully online and blended learning environments in K-12 public schools in 

Northeastern Pennsylvania.    

Research Questions 

This mixed methods study explored questions related to the status of online 

education in K-12 public schools in Northeastern Pennsylvania, as well as administrators’ 

perceived importance of and barriers to online and blended learning. The validated 

survey used for this research study included both closed-ended and open-ended questions 

related to the research questions for the study. An analysis of numeric and narrative 

survey data generated qualitative and quantitative data. The data analysis method for this 

study included a synthesis for themes and patterns, and coding for inclusion in the results 

summary.  
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The research questions for the study are delineated below:  

1. What is the status of online and blended learning in Northeastern Pennsylvania K-

12 public schools as described by school and district administrators?  

2. What is the perceived importance of online and blended learning by 

administrators in K-12 public schools in Northeastern Pennsylvania? 

3. What do administrators in Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 public schools 

identify as barriers to implementation of online and blended learning? 

The results of this study assist school administrators in planning, implementing, and 

monitoring online learning efforts. Empirical evidence informs future development of 

online or blended learning environments and efforts to support expansion of student 

access to online learning opportunities in Northeastern Pennsylvania. 

Significance of the Study 

The examination of the status of online education in Northeastern Pennsylvania 

K-12 public schools, as well as administrators’ perceived importance of and barriers to 

online and blended learning, helps administrators in planning, implementing, and 

monitoring online and blended learning efforts. This study provides information for 

district and state educational leaders and district wide teams seeking baseline data on 

online and blended learning programs. Existing theories addresses online learning and 

online learning implementation; however, further research needs to examine the status of 

online education in Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 public schools, as well as 

administrators’ perceived importance of and barriers to online and blended learning 

opportunities for K-12 students in Northeastern Pennsylvania.  This additional data 
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assists in context-specific planning for district administrators.  Moreover, in Northeastern 

Pennsylvania K-12 public schools there is a need for efficiency and effectiveness focused 

on online learning that supports alternative ways to improve the availability of cost-

effective, high-quality instruction for all students and supports access to online resources 

for all students.     

Limitations and Delimitations 

Mixed methods research is a research design with philosophical assumptions and 

specific inquiry methods. The philosophical assumptions frame the collecting, analyzing, 

and mixing of quantitative and qualitative data in a single study (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2007). The intent of this mixed methods exploratory study was to examine the status of 

online education in Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 public schools, as well as 

administrators’ perceived importance of and barriers to online and blended learning.   

Limitations in research studies are characteristics of study design that may 

negatively impact the results of the study or restrict the generalizability of the study, 

while delimitations represent intentional boundaries built into the study design to limit 

the scope of the inquiry (Ary, Jacobs, Razavieh, & Sorenson, 2009; Creswell, 2009; 

Patton, 2002). A methodological assumption for this research was the ability to gather 

substantive honest data from subjects’ responses on the survey. The study was limited by 

the online nature of the instrument and the number of subjects who complete the survey. 

Participation was voluntary and was not expected to be 100%. In addition, the scope of 

this study was limited to Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 public school districts. 

Furthermore, survey methods using questionnaires are inherently subject to sampling 
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errors (Creswell, 2009).  However, the likelihood of these errors was reduced in this 

study by checking for missing data through data analysis.  

Delimitations of this study include the limited geographical choice of participants 

selected, reliability of the instrument used, and the data analysis methods utilized. The 

delimitations negatively affect the generalization of this study to other populations 

outside of Northeastern Pennsylvania. Strategies to avoid these limitations and 

delimitations were utilized by the counterbalanced strengths and weaknesses of mixed 

methods study design (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2008), and the use of the validated Likert 

scale and open-ended-question survey instrument. Reliability was established by 

substantiated findings over replicated use of the instrument. 

Furthermore, the online nature of the instrument and the number of subjects who 

completed the survey limited this study. The use of an electronic survey rather than a 

paper survey was based on convenience and the results of a mixed methods study 

surveying faculty at Washington State University. In that study, responses to the e-mail 

survey were returned more quickly, and at a 76% response rate, than surveys mailed to 

participants, that had a 54% return rate, or surveys utilizing a mailed pre-notice and an 

electronic survey, which had a 49% return rate (Dillman, 2007). Moreover, an electronic 

survey instrument was used to enhance the accuracy of data input. 

Validity of this study was limited to the participants selected, reliability of the 

instrument used, and methods of data analysis utilized. Moreover, weaknesses included 

bias caused through poor question design, response, or reflexivity.  
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Assumptions 

A methodological assumption that underlies this research was the ability to gather 

substantive, honest data from the electronic survey comprised of closed- and open-ended 

questions to provide a basis for understanding the status of online and blended learning, 

as well as administrators’ perceptions of the importance of and barriers to online and 

blended learning in Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 schools.  Another assumption was 

that the survey instrument was an appropriate instrument to obtain valid and reliable 

information about online and blended learning environments in K-12 public schools in 

Northeastern Pennsylvania. The research tool was designed and used in the studies K-12 

Online Learning: A Survey of U.S. School District Administrators (2007) and K-12 

Online Learning: A 2008 Follow-up of the Survey of U.S. School Administrators (2009), 

both written by Anthony G. Picciano and Jeff Seaman and published by the Sloan 

Consortium.  The next assumption was that respondents would interpret the questions the 

same way they were intended. The questions were formulated and intended to be as clear 

and simple as possible, so that all participants would understand the questions in the same 

manner. 

Yet another assumption was that questions in the survey were the right questions 

for the study. Simple closed- and open-ended questions were asked so that the answers 

would provide several varied responses.  Furthermore, it was assumed that the lack of or 

limited research pertaining to K-12 online and blended learning environments has 

resulted in difficulty for educational leaders to effectively assess online programs. 

Therefore, this proposed study was necessary to address the gap in the research literature 

in order to contribute to the limited body of research and knowledge currently available 
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regarding online education. Moreover, the information gathered from the study would 

validate the need for online and blended learning environments in K-12 public schools in 

Northeastern Pennsylvania.    

Definitions 

For the purposes of this study, the following terms are used operationally 

throughout the study:  

21st century skills: Based on the Framework for 21st Century Learning (Partnership for 

21st Century Skills, 2007, p. 14): “creativity and innovation, critical thinking and problem 

solving, communication and collaboration . . . information literacy, media literacy . . . 

[and] life and career skills”.  

Administrators: For the purpose of this study, administrators will refer to district-level 

and building-level leaders.  District-level administrators could be superintendents, 

assistant superintendents, or other district office administrators.  Building-level 

administrators could be principals or assistant principals.  

Asynchronous learning: Communication exchanges which occur in elapsed time 

between two or more people. Examples are email, online discussion forums, message 

boards, blogs, and podcasts. 

Blended learning: A mixture of in-person and online instruction.  Most of these courses 

take place within schools and are offered as supplemental or credit-recovery courses.  

Moreover, in the blended learning environment, there is face-to-face interaction and 

checks for understanding that cannot be conducted in the same manner online. Thirty to 

79% of content is online, with some face-to-face instruction (Picciano & Seaman, 2009).  
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Distance education: General term for any type of educational activity in which the 

participants are at a distance from each other–in other words, are separated in space. They 

may or may not be separated in time (asynchronous versus synchronous). 

Fully online: A term that indicates that the entire academic experience is provided 

through the computer in an online environment that can include but is not limited to e-

mail, chat rooms, and online lectures with assignments and feedback.  More than 80% of 

content is delivered online. Students may take a full class load or single courses as they 

progress through their often unsupervised, solitary, computer-based education (Picciano 

& Seaman, 2009). 

Intermediate Units: Regional educational service agencies consisting of school districts, 

established by the Pennsylvania General Assembly. Intermediate Units serve a given 

geographic area’s educational needs and function as a step of organization above that of a 

public school district, but below that of the Pennsylvania Department of Education 

(Pennsylvania of Education [PDE], 2013). 

Status: For the purpose of this study, status of online and blended learning will refer to 

the nature and extent of online and blended learning in Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 

public schools. 

Synchronous learning: Online learning in which the participants interact at the same 

time and in the same space. 

Virtual education: A term that indicates that the entire academic experience is provided 

through the computer in an online environment that can include but is not limited to e-

mail, chat rooms, and online lectures with assignments and feedback. 
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Web-Facilitated: Course that uses web-based technology (One to 29% of the content is 

delivered online) to facilitate what is essentially a face-to-face course (Allen & Seaman, 

2006). 

Summary 

Chapter One contained an overall introduction to this research study. Chapter 

Two reviews the literature on information that is fundamental to understanding the 

current nature and extent of online and blended learning, barriers to implementation, and 

perceptions of administrators relating to the importance of online learning opportunities 

for Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 schools. Chapter Three explains the methodology of 

the study, including the validated survey. Chapter Four describes the results of the study. 

Chapter Five includes conclusions, implications, and recommendations for future study. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

The literature review in this chapter accomplishes several purposes.  Researchers 

used a literature review to depict results of similar studies, to develop content to frame 

present studies within an ongoing dialogue in the literature, and to fill in gaps and extend 

prior studies (Creswell, 2009; Marshall & Rossman, 2006).  This literature review 

includes information fundamental to understanding the current status of fully online and 

blended learning, identifies issues related to its growth and implementation, and builds a 

connection between K-12 fully online and blended learning and administrator 

perspectives. 

This study was based on the demand for public school districts to provide online 

learning opportunities for students. The purpose of this mixed methods study was to 

examine the status of fully online and blended learning in K-12 public schools in 

Northeastern Pennsylvania, as well as to analyze administrators’ perceived importance of 

and barriers to fully online and blended learning. The literature review includes seminal 

research that is widely regarded as influential (Bryant, 2004).  

The literature related to online learning programs for K-12 students began to grow 

in the mid-1990s (Clark, 2003; Edelson & Pittman, 2001). However, published research 

on K-12 online and blended learning was scarce (Barbour & Reeves, 2009). Of the 226 

publications analyzing online and blended learning that were reviewed for “Research and 

Practice in K-12 Online Learning: A Review of Open Access Literature” (Cavanaugh, 

Barbour, & Clark, 2009), 29 were published between 1997 and 2000 and 69 were 
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published after 2006. The expanding body of literature shifted to a description of practice 

and outcomes in virtual schools after 2000 (Cavanaugh et al., 2009).  

A wide variety of online and blended learning options currently operates in North 

America (Cavanaugh, Ferdig, Johnson, Lowes, Smith, & Blomeyer, 2006). More than 44 

states offer distance learning opportunities (National Center for Education Statistics 

[NCES], 2008; Watson, Gemin, & Ryan, 2008). By 2007, the number of students 

enrolled in online education was estimated to be more than a million (Picciano & 

Seaman, 2007). This rapid growth has occurred despite the common misconceptions and 

confusion surrounding online learning and the scarcity of empirical data, scientific 

research, and evaluation tools needed to support the management and delivery of virtual 

curricula (Cavanaugh et al., 2009; Rice, 2006). States that were considering establishing 

virtual learning programs or charter schools benefitted in their development by 

examining the previous struggles of other states to build and sustain their programs.  In 

addition, recent research scientifically examined the critical issues of implementing and 

managing online learning.  

Current Status of K-12 Online Learning 

Data on enrollments in online and blended courses are scarce before 2006. 

Several factors contributed to the scarcity of data and confusion of educators:  

 minimal if any requirements in many states to collect data on their online schools;  

 confusion related to definitions of online learning and distance education;  

 lack of agreement on definitions and terms such as fully online, blended courses, 

virtual courses, e-learning, hybrid courses, mixed-mode, asynchronous learning, 

distributed learning, web-facilitated, and web-enhanced learning;  
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 growth in the number of public, private and for-profit online service providers, 

many of which operated outside the traditional school district structure. (Picciano 

& Seaman, 2010, p. 1)  

There is no agreed-upon definition of an online or blended course; therefore, any study 

has to define the metrics, identify the nature and extent of the opportunities, and 

differentiate the types of enrollments measured for the study (Watson et al., 2009). 

Different types of programs use different metrics. For purposes of this study, online 

learning referred to an academic experience provided entirely through a computer in an 

online environment, while blended learning delivers 30% to 79% of content online, with 

some face-to-face instruction (Picciano & Seaman, 2009).  

Online Learning 

In 1997, only five states had statewide K-12 distance learning programs; by the 

2006-2007 school year, there were 24 such programs (Tucker, 2007), and by the fall of 

2008, a total of 44 states offered significant online learning opportunities for students 

(Watson et al., 2008). Michigan led the way in establishing distance learning, and again 

when legislation was enacted in 2006 the state led the way in requiring an online learning 

experience as part of the state high school graduation requirements (Rose & Blomeyer, 

2007; Tucker, 2007; Watson et al., 2008). Beginning in the 2009-2010 school year, all 

public schools in Florida required that a fully online program be offered to all K-8 

students residing in their districts (Watson et al., 2009).  

When the U.S. Department of Education (USDOE) issued its 2003 report on 

online learning, it estimated 506,950 K-12 students were enrolled in one or more distance 

learning courses (NCES, 2008). By the 2007-2008 school year, that number had grown to 
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more than one million students (Picciano & Seaman, 2009), with roughly 70% of those 

being high school students (Christensen et al., 2008). Despite this growth, the field of 

virtual education is considered still in its infancy, with distance learners representing only 

about 1% of all K-12 students (Christensen et al., 2008). The exponential expansion in 

online learning opportunities has not occurred without challenges or controversy, in large 

part due to policymaking decisions regarding teacher licensure, technological 

infrastructure, and funding (Glick, 2005a; Tucker, 2007). States in which local districts, 

management companies, or charter cyber schools operated the online learning programs 

have encountered more resistance to establishing virtual academies than have those states 

that created centralized networks or statewide virtual schools (Glick, 2005b).  

The vision of possibilities for a new educational system quickly became a reality. 

Over the past 10 years, the growth of online learning has been encouraged by numerous 

governmental, private, and public organizations, including the USDOE Office of Special 

Education Programs and Office of Special Education and Rehabilitation Services, the 

National Association of State Boards of Education (NASBE), and the State Educational 

Technology Directors Association (SETDA) (NCES, 2008).   

One of the first statewide virtual schools was established in Florida in 1997. Just 

over 10 years later, 44 states now have significant online opportunities (NCES, 2008), 24 

states have state-led virtual schools (DiPietro, Ferdig, Black, & Preston, 2008), and it was 

estimated that by 2005, more than 700,000 students were learning online (Picciano & 

Seaman, 2007). Fueling the expansion was the belief that virtual education provided 

solutions to issues such as overcrowding in schools and teacher shortages (Cavanaugh & 

Clark, 2007), accommodated individualized learning for advanced and remedial students 
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(Cavanaugh & Clark, 2007; Picciano & Seaman, 2009; Setzer & Lewis, 2005; Tankersley 

& Burnham, 2007), and provided opportunities for students currently not provided by the 

school (Picciano & Seaman, 2009; Setzer & Lewis, 2005; Tankersley & Burnham, 2007). 

Many estimates indicate the desire for academic flexibility, homeschooling, and the need 

for a convenient course credit recovery will fuel significant growth of online learning 

(Beldarrain, 2006; Christensen et al., 2008; Picciano & Seaman, 2009; Tucker, 2007). 

Barbour and Reeves (2009) contended, “The benefits can be divided into five main areas: 

expanding educational access, providing high quality learning opportunities, improving 

student outcomes and skills, allowing for educational choice, and achieving 

administrative efficiency” (p. 413). However, challenges included, but were not limited 

to, high start-up costs, access issues, accreditation, student readiness and retention issues 

(Barbour & Reeves, 2009).    

The literature reports research about online and blended learning tends to fall into 

one of two categories: research into the effectiveness of online and blended learning and 

research into student readiness and retention issues (Barbour & Mulcahy, 2008; 

Cavanaugh, 2001; Cavanaugh, Gillan, Bosnick, Hess, & Scott, 2005). A debate among 

researchers was the issue of student retention. The question arises whether student 

retention reflects the nature of the course or the nature of the student (Allen & Seaman, 

2010). The difference in the student population often attracted to online and blended 

learning has made the direct comparison of retention rates between online and face-to-

face courses complex, and some argued inaccurate.  

Despite the challenges associated with online and blended learning, the National 

Education Technology Plan cites action steps, which included strengthening the role of 
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educational leadership in the establishment of online and blended learning and creating 

opportunities for students to earn credit that parallels policies for face-to-face options 

(Rice, 2006; USDOE, 2010). Yet, elementary and secondary school administrators have 

concerns about virtual education similar to those associated with traditional education, 

which Collins (2004) summarized into three major categories: policy, quality, and 

funding. Within the category of quality, a significant concern was training for teachers of 

virtual courses (Black, Ferdig, & DiPietro, 2008; Picciano & Seaman, 2009; Tucker, 

2007).  However, unlike traditional education, administrators sought resources to aid in 

virtual program formulation found in the scarce research of the K-12 levels (Cavanaugh 

et al., 2009; Picciano & Seaman, 2009; Tankersley & Burnham, 2007).  

In their book Disrupting Class, Christensen et al. (2008) proposed the growing 

student-centric nature of online learning transformed traditional education by fostering 

competition between those schools offering virtual learning opportunities and those 

maintaining strictly traditional courses. In addition to policies designed to encourage 

schools to adopt virtual curriculum, experts stated that U.S. Secretary of Education Arne 

Duncan favored virtual schools as providing innovative learning methods (Amedullah, 

2009). Thus, school leaders experienced competitive financial incentives to incorporate 

virtual learning courses into their school system, even though they lacked the information 

or experience to manage the associated implementation issues of policy, funding, and 

quality control. This was a critical point considering research had found that the 

establishment of online learning programs outpaced empirical evidence regarding 

policies, managerial oversight, curriculum, and professional development in the online 

environment (Cavanaugh et al., 2009; DiPietro et al., 2008).  
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The number of online schools and enrollment in online K-12 schools has been 

estimated on a yearly basis (Watson et al., 2009). It was found that 45 states, including 

Florida, California, and Texas, had statewide online initiatives or schools. New York is 

the only high-student-enrollment state without an online school initiative (Watson et al., 

2009). In addition, the Center for Digital Education (2008) reviewed state policies and 

states’ vision regarding online learning and rated states accordingly in 2008. Their 

findings ranked the top states implementing online learning environments as follows: 

Florida (1), Michigan (2), Idaho (3), Arkansas (4), and Louisiana (5). In other states with 

the highest student enrollment, the ratings were as follows: Texas (13), New York (47), 

and California (49).  

Blended Learning 

The Sloan Consortium (Sloan-C) defined blended courses “as those courses that 

have between 30 percent and 79 percent of their content delivered online, with the 

remaining portion of the course content delivered by face-to-face instruction or other non 

web-based methods, such as paper textbooks” (Picciano & Seaman, 2007, p. 2). Blended 

learning allowed educators to differentiate instruction across a diverse spectrum of 

learners (Watson, 2008).  

Some experts “adopted an inverse attitude, categorizing the phenomenon, not by 

listing its essential elements but by itemizing its missing traits” (Cherry, 2010, p. 15). 

Garrison and Kanuka (2004) noted that true blended learning does not involve merely 

supplementing courses with digital content or access to the Internet. In their estimation, 

blended learning was a “reorganization and reconceptualization of the teaching-learning 

dynamic” (p. 97). A learning management system utilized to facilitate communication 
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and organize the course “distinguished characteristics between a truly blended course and 

a face-to-face course that simply incorporated a few digital elements” (Watson, 2008, p. 

14). 

Statistics on the status of blended learning in the United States reflected its 

growth. In 2007, Sloan-C, a national organization promoting quality in online learning, 

published the results of a 3-year study on the nature and extent of online and blended 

learning comprised of 2,033 participants from over 1,000 colleges. Using surveys as a 

primary data collection method, Allen, Seaman, and Garrett (2007) focused on teachers 

who delivered between 30% and 70% of their content through a web-based learning 

management system. The summary revealed that from 2003 to 2006, 79% of public 

universities offered at least one blended learning course at the undergraduate level, and 

most institutions offered an average of 5.6% of their total course sections in a blended 

model.  

In 2008, Sloan-C replicated the study at the K-12 public school level, following 

up on 2005-2006 findings regarding the use of online and blended learning. Picciano and 

Seaman (2009) excluded private schools and fully online schools, and they were careful 

to make a clear distinction between online and blended courses. The outcomes reflected 

the growing use of blended learning on the educational landscape:  

 In the 2007 study, the number of students taking online courses was estimated at 

700,000, but in the 2009 study, it was estimated at 1,030,000, which is a 47% 

increase in 2 years.  

 Of the 867 responding participants, 41% had one or more students enrolled in a 

blended course on their campus, and 61.2% estimated growth.  
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 Data analysis revealed that 78% of the blended courses were being offered at the 

high school level, 20% at the middle school level, and 1% at the elementary 

school level (Picciano & Seaman, 2009).  

In comparing the nature and extent of blended learning at the secondary and 

postsecondary levels, two trends emerged:  

1. Blended learning was maturing at the public school tier at a slower pace than 

in the university system (Cherry, 2010). Three percent of the districts reported 

the first year in which students took blended courses was 2000-2001, 5% in 

2001-2002, 9% in 2002-2003, 13% in 2004-2005, and 16% in 2006-2007 

(Picciano & Seaman, 2009).  

2. While 35.1% of the K-12 districts revealed their local teachers developed their 

curriculum, 18.5% from a neighboring district, 14.5% from state virtual 

schools, and 17.5% from independent companies (Picciano & Seaman, 2009).  

K-12 schools contracted with a number of providers of online and blended 

courses in order to best meet the diverse needs of their students. Commonly, a for-profit 

vendor provided a credit recovery course and a state virtual school provided a required 

course. Picciano and Seaman (2010) found the majority, 65% of the high schools 

responding, relied on two or more providers for their online course needs.  

Even without an agreed-upon definition of blended learning, the growth of 

blended learning was undeniable. The blending occurred at the course or school level, 

which meant face-to-face or online schools required students to attend class on a 

consistent scheduled routine, with the teacher instruction in person or from a distance. 

Watson (2008) outlined another blended model that required students who took one or 
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more online courses from a local site instructor, a community college instructor, or a 

vendor-provided instructor, and attended one or more face-to-face courses at their home 

schools.  

One advantage of a blended curriculum was the speed with which ineffective 

lessons and materials were revised. Teachers extended the boundaries of the classroom, 

and students traveled and collaborated without the physical or economic restrictions 

associated with face-to-face environments (Kibby, 2007). The blended learning model 

also enabled schools to serve diverse student needs. Some students needed a flexible 

nontraditional learning model if they wanted to self-pace or graduate early, wanted the 

challenge or competitive benefit of completing an Advanced Placement (AP) course, or 

were medically fragile and unable to participate in a traditional face-to-face learning 

environments. Teachers in the blended environment are not always subject-matter 

certified, as they may be learning coaches filling in for content instructors who are off-

site or teaching asynchronously or synchronously, and students are not always enrolled in 

the same course at the same time (Watson, 2008).  

Additionally, an emerging benefit of the blended model was its ability to serve 

pupils in case of disaster. After recent hurricanes and a worldwide flu pandemic, blended 

and online learning technologies were used as platforms so students could continue to 

communicate with their teachers and peers, and access and submit assignments (Pape, 

2006). Blended learning courses are increasingly utilized to overcome logistical issues in 

expanding opportunities for students to take career and technical education courses and 

participate in concurrent high school and college enrollment. Students’ interpretation of 
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time, space, and pace were altered by their habitual exposure to technology and an 

increasing focus on 21st century literacy (Graham, 2006).  

Administrator Perspectives 

In 2007, Sloan-C published research on the status of online and blended learning 

in K-12 schools from a national survey of K-12 school district administrators. The 

purpose of this study was to establish baseline data for more extensive future studies. 

Issues related to planning, implementation, funding, policy, operations, barriers, and 

quality were also explored. The Sloan-C study conducted by Picciano and Seaman 

(2007), based on a national survey of U.S. school district administrators during the 2005-

2006 academic year, was one of the first studies to collect and analyze data on fully 

online and blended learning in public K-12 schools. Picciano and Seaman defined three 

distinct models of online and blended learning, which, when utilized operationally, 

provide consistency across studies:  

1. Online—Course where most or all of the content is delivered online. Defined 

as at least 80% of seat time being replaced by online activity.  

2. Blended/Hybrid—Course that blends online and face-to-face delivery. 

Substantial proportion (30 to 79%) of the content is delivered online.  

3. Web-Facilitated—Course that uses web-based technology (1 to 29% of the  

content is delivered online) to facilitate what is essentially a face-to-face 

course. (p. 2)  

Previous studies on this topic did not make distinctions between fully online and blended 

learning.  
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The Picciano and Seaman (2007) study also reflected on the responding public 

school districts:  

 Sixty-three percent had one or more students enrolled in a fully online or blended 

course.  

 Fifty-seven percent had one or more students enrolled in a fully online course.  

 Thirty-two percent had one or more students enrolled in a blended course.  

 More than 60% of school districts anticipated their online enrollments would 

grow.  

 Estimated in 2005-06, 700,000 K-12 students were enrolled in online courses.  

In addition to the quantitative data, analysis of the qualitative data reflected important 

issues related to quality, planning, funding, and policy.   

The 2007 study methodology was questioned because it was based on a one-time 

survey. The authors decided to substantiate findings with a follow-up study, drew a larger 

survey sample, and examined what, if any, changes occurred in online learning in K-12 

school districts. Sloan-C published a follow-up report, entitled K-12 Online Learning: A 

2008 Follow-Up of the Survey of U.S. School District Administrators (Picciano & 

Seaman, 2009). The follow-up study, conducted 2 years later, focused on the 2007-2008 

academic year. The key findings of the 2009 replication report included the following:  

1. Three quarters of the responding public school districts are offering online or  

blended courses  

a. Seventy-five percent had one or more students enrolled in a fully 

online or blended course.  
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b. Seventy percent had one or more students enrolled in a fully online 

course.  

c. Forty-one percent had one or more students enrolled in a blended 

course  

d. These percentages represent an increase of approximately 10% since  

2005-2006.  

2. Sixty-six percent of school districts with students enrolled in online or 

blended courses anticipated their online enrollments would grow.  

3. The overall number of K-12 students engaged in online courses in 2007-2008, 

was estimated at 1,030,000. This represents a 47% increase since 2005-2006.  

4. Respondents report that online learning is meeting the specific needs of a 

range of students, from those who needed extra help and credit recovery to 

those who wanted to take Advanced Placement and college-level courses.  

5. School districts typically depended on multiple online learning providers,  

including postsecondary institutions, state virtual schools and independent 

providers as well as developing and providing their own online courses.  

6. For rural school districts, the availability of online learning was a lifeline and 

enabled them to provide students with course choices and in some cases, the 

basic courses that should be part of every curriculum. (p. 4)  

Both the 2007 and 2009 studies used 16,098 public school districts for the sample 

size, from which the researchers randomly selected 7,700 districts for the first study and 

10,000 districts for the second study. They sent paper copies of a survey with an online 

response option to all selected districts. After all data was coded for structural or 
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nonresponsive data, the first study yielded a response rate of 2%, consisting of 366 

districts. In their later study, Picciano and Seaman (2009) acknowledged “a need to 

substantiate its findings with a follow-up survey and also draw a larger survey sample” 

(p. 4). The second study yielded an increased response rate of 5.4%, representing 867 

districts. Picciano and Seaman concluded that the earlier findings in the 2007 study of K-

12 public school administrators had been substantiated.  

Growth Predictions 

In a national study of school administrators (Picciano & Seaman, 2009), the 

estimate of students enrolled in at least one online or blended class was 1,030,000 in 

three quarters (74.8%) of all the school districts in the United States. Approximately 

another 15% of the districts reported planning to introduce online and blended courses 

over the next 3 years. The demand for online and blended learning was growing because 

it was helping districts meet the individual needs of students. Online and blended learning 

allowed a level of differentiation and personalization that was otherwise impossible 

because of time constraints and capital constraints (Nagel & Patrick, 2009). In excess of 

60% of high school administrators surveyed perceived the importance of online and 

blended learning as related to: 

 meeting the needs of a specific group of students;  

 offering courses not otherwise available at the school;  

 offering Advanced Placement or college-level courses;  

 permitting students who failed a course to take it again;  

 reducing scheduling conflicts for students. (Picciano & Seaman, 2009, p. 11)  



30 
 

Another option high school administrators responded positively to was preparing 

students for 21st century skills. Issues such as extending the school day and extending the 

school year were perceived as being of less importance (Picciano & Seaman, 2010). 

Rural schools increasingly offered online and blended learning programs to overcome 

significant funding challenges and difficulty in attracting and retaining certified teachers 

and found online and blended learning expanded access, options, and high-quality 

learning opportunities (Barbour & Reeves, 2009; Picciano & Seaman, 2010).  Online 

learning better met the education needs of the newer generations of students (Christensen 

et al., 2008; Howe & Strauss, 2008; Tapscott, 2009).  

The millennial generation was the first born in an Internet world. Various authors 

identified the traits of the millennial generation, which related to both the increased use 

of online learning and the increase in attending charter schools. Howe and Strauss (2008) 

defined the millennial generation traits to include special, sheltered, confident, team 

oriented, conventional, pressured, and achieving. Tapscott (2009) suggested that the 

millennial generation extended from 1977 to 1997 and had more than 80 million 

members. This millennial generation‘s norms included freedom, customization, scrutiny, 

integrity, collaboration, entertainment, speed, and innovation (Tapscott, 2009). The 

characteristics of the millennial generation led authors to suggest how education changed 

to meet their needs. Tapscott explained that the millennial generation expected to have 

options and a voice in planning their education, regardless of space, place, or time. Other 

authors suggested that education for this generation and future generations needed to 

include modularity, interdependence, and student centricity (Christensen et al., 2008). 

The research completed regarding the millennial generation by Howe and Strauss (2008), 
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Jones and Fox (2009), and Tapscott (2009), as well as the disruptive innovation research 

completed by Christensen et al. (2008), suggested that more students will seek online 

learning in the future because online courses better meets the characteristics and needs of 

the millennial generation and the generations of the future.  

Implementation Issues 

School administrators faced barriers in implementing online and blended learning 

(Collins, 2004; Picciano & Seaman, 2007, 2009, 2010). According to Watson (2006),  

the dramatic increase in the number of online course options and predictions for growth 

created concerns including:  

 Lack of comprehensive data and evaluations on the effectiveness of online 

learning.  

 Misunderstanding by parents, educators, and other stakeholders about the benefits 

of online education.  

 Fear that online education may exacerbate the digital divide and existing student 

achievement gaps.  

 Concern that existing educational policies and regulations may need to be revised 

to ensure a high standard of online education.  

 Fear that online programs may take needed funding away from classroom-based 

programs. (p. 10)  

Studies by Setzer and Lewis (2005), Picciano and Seaman (2007, 2009), and 

Tankersley and Burnham (2007) contained important findings about the issues related to 

implementation at the K-12 level. In 2005, Setzer and Lewis published the first 

nationwide study to address the research gap in baseline data regarding the “technology-
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based distance education availability, course offerings, and enrollments in the nation‘s 

elementary and secondary schools” (p. 1). Setzer and Lewis also developed and published 

the public-domain questionnaire, which was adapted for use in the studies of Picciano 

and Seaman (2007, 2009) and Tankersley and Burnham (2007). The primary distinction 

between the Setzer and Lewis (2005) study and subsequent research was their inclusion 

of all distance learning as opposed to narrowing the focus to learning through online 

formats. For their study, Setzer and Lewis employed a system of weights and 

demographic stratification to create categories of variables in order to maintain a small 

sample representative of all schools in the United States.  

Because the questionnaires used in the Picciano and Seaman (2009) study and the 

Tankersley and Burnham (2007) study were adapted from the instrument developed by 

Setzer and Lewis, a direct comparison of the findings can be made; however, the 

differences in the Likert-type scale ratings inhibited the ability to compare the extent to 

which the participants rated the statements as moderate to major concerns. In the Setzer 

and Lewis (2005) study, “offering distance education courses” was ranked fourth and 

subsequently not included because the majority of the respondents rated the remaining 

questions as not important. Only 32% of the administrators rated “permitting students 

who failed a course to take it again” as somewhat important or very important as 

compared to 50% in the Tankersley and Burnham (2007) study and 60% in the Picciano 

and Seaman (2009) study, which indicated a growing trend in public school systems to 

explore online or distance education as a solution for increasing graduation rates.  

“Teacher training” was highly ranked as a concern in only the Picciano and 

Seaman (2007, 2009) studies. This reflected the progression seen in the research shift 
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away from the structural concerns of implementing distance learning toward concerns 

about the quality of instruction and impact on students (Cavanaugh et al., 2009). 

Understanding and addressing issues and concerns that school administrators perceived 

as barriers to implementation were critically valuable to the overall success of efforts to 

expand K-12 online learning opportunities.  

Financial and Policy Issues 

The debate whether online or blended courses cost less than face-to-face courses 

was more urgent in the current economic climate. Districts searched for ways to expand 

or maintain their course catalog while also controlling and reducing costs. Expenditures 

depended on whether curriculum was developed or licensed, whether offerings were full-

time or part-time enrollment, what state the districts was in and purchased courses from, 

how many enrollments were purchased, and whether the provider offered a sliding fee 

structure (Ash, 2009). Another factor was whether the district outsources hosting and 

Learning Management System (LMS) costs or incurred them locally. One instance in 

which online education was cost-effective was when a course or a teacher was not readily 

available. In the current budget climate, it was more feasible to outsource instruction for a 

small group of students to third-party providers instead of hiring a full-time teacher. 

Commercial providers offered that service at a lower cost than schools instead of hiring a 

full-time teacher.  Despite the number of students enrolled in a single course, the provider 

paid a fee structure that accommodates individual enrollments. Ash (2009) stated,  

There is a lack of data on how much it truly costs to educate students in online 

and blended settings as there is no standardized agreed upon way of calculating 
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the per-pupil cost of taking online courses across states, districts, schools and 

programs (p. 21). 

While online learning opened up a range of world-class educational opportunities 

for students at any location, the current funding model for K-12 education in many states 

greatly limited access to online programs. Students were limited to whether their state 

had authorized online programs, whether their state had approved the use of taxpayer 

dollars for virtual schools, and whether their state allowed teacher reciprocity—for 

teachers to teach across state lines, even if they were master teachers licensed in another 

state (Patrick, 2008). School administrators reported costs and funding formulas as 

barriers to expanding and implementing online and blended courses. State and local 

education policies required strict attendance-based funding formulas that did not easily 

accommodate students taking online and blended courses outside the school day 

(Picciano & Seaman, 2010). In states such as California, attendance-based funding was 

the prevailing barrier preventing districts from offering online courses to students 

(Holstead, Spradlin, & Plucker, 2008). These issues were resolvable; however, they 

needed to be addressed at several overlapping levels of policymaking at the state level, 

not solely at the school and district-levels.  

Policy development at the district and site levels was an essential aspect for 

leadership to be aware of as they move their institutions toward online education 

programs (Osborn, 2009). Polices were refined or designed to include online courses and 

programs into the administrative business of the institution. These policies took online 

learning into account when procedural decisions were made. Policy development 

facilitated the culture change required for successful online learning program 
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development at the institutional level beyond what an individual, or a grassroots effort, 

was able to accomplish (Hache, 2000).  

Quality Issues 

One of the primary challenges facing the field of virtual education was gauging 

the quality of programs and student success when reliable measuring tools had not yet 

been developed (Allen & Seaman, 2010; Black et al., 2008; Picciano & Seaman, 2007, 

2009) and developing a funding system that fostered cooperation rather than competition 

between brick-and-mortar and virtual schools (Tucker, 2007). Quality in online distance 

education was a much-discussed topic in the popular, professional, and academic 

literature during the past decade (Shattuck, 2007). Limited, conclusive research showed 

greater effectiveness of online or blended learning over face-to-face instruction. In fact, 

the studies conducted did not show any significant differences among the modalities.  

In 2009, the USDOE conducted a meta-analysis of studies completed since 2004 

that compared student outcomes in online, blended, and face-to-face courses in both K-12 

and higher education institutions (Means, Toyama, Murphy, Bakia, & Jones, 2009). The 

meta-analysis yielded 51 usable contrasts. The main finding illustrated blended 

environments combining face-to-face and online elements had better outcomes than 

purely face-to-face instruction or purely online instruction. However, variables related to 

time on task also had a significant effect on student outcomes, and the results did not 

demonstrate that online learning, whether blended or not, was superior as a medium 

(Means et al., 2009). It was accepted that among many educators, there were concerns 

about the quality of online and blended instruction as compared to face-to-face 
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instruction and that these concerns would remain for the near future (Picciano & Seaman, 

2010).  

In response to the lack of guidelines for quality in most states and demand from 

its members, the International Association for K-12 Online Learning (iNACOL) 

published its first edition of quality standards for K-12 online programs. iNACOL, a 

nonprofit organization comprised of a cross-section of educators and corporate entities, 

stated its mission as collaboration, advocacy, and research to enhance quality K-12 online 

teaching and learning. The National Standards for Quality Online Programs “were 

designed to provide states, districts, online programs, accreditation agencies and other 

organizations with a set of over-arching quality guidelines for online programs in several 

categories: leadership, instruction, content, support services and evaluation” (Pape & 

Wicks, 2009, p. 4).  

Despite concerns about quality and effectiveness, high school administrators 

contended that their schools were moving forward with implementing and expanding 

online learning programs because the benefits outweighed the concerns (Picciano & 

Seaman, 2010). School systems, state education departments, and the federal government 

need to be engaged in a coordinated effort (Picciano & Seaman, 2009). In sum, while 

online learning was expanding in K-12 education, significant issues existed and 

continued to be barriers that required the focused efforts of educators at many levels to 

resolve.  

Differentiated Instruction 

Technology individualizes instruction for serving the needs of at-risk students. 

Educators found that taking advantage of technology and licensed curriculum improves 
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their ability to individualize instruction (Archambault, Diamond, Coffey, Foures-Aalbu, 

Richardson, Zygouris-Coe, & Cavanaugh, 2010). High school administrators observed 

online learning as a mechanism for meeting the needs of their diverse students through 

Advanced Placement (AP), elective, and college prep courses. The most common reason 

high school administrators cited for offering online and blended courses was to provide 

courses the school was not able to provide (Picciano & Seaman, 2010).  

In 2007, the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) analyzed K-12 

curriculum and defined:  

 Advanced mathematics courses as those with content that is more challenging 

than algebra I and geometry . . .  

 Advanced science courses as those with content that is more challenging than 

general biology . . .  

 Advanced English courses are those designated as honors . . .  

 Advanced language courses are those designed for students who have already 

completed two full years of high school courses in a given language . . .  

 As advanced any courses authorized by the College Board or the International 

Baccalaureate (IB) foundation. (USDOE, 2007, p. 2)  

However, according to a national study, “access to advanced classes was neither equal 

nor even universal, across the nation‘s schools” (USDOE, 2007, p. 3).  

NCES’s analysis, which looked at the availability of advanced courses in English, 

math, science, and foreign languages, found the following:  

 More than a quarter of U.S. high school students [have no access] to advanced 

courses at their home school.  
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 While 74 percent had access to at least one course, only 58 percent had access to 

at least two courses, and only 22 percent attended schools that offered four or 

more advanced courses.  

 Students in rural schools and schools with a 12th-grade enrollment smaller than 

150 have the least opportunity to take one or more advanced courses in math, 

science, English, or a foreign language.  

 Even in schools that offer advanced courses, access can be limited and unequal. 

One problem is that, in many schools, advanced courses are “singletons”. These 

are courses that, due to limited enrollment or staffing, have only one section and, 

therefore, are offered at only one time of day.  

 Among the students most likely to experience scheduling conflicts are those who 

want to take multiple advanced courses (e.g., AP Spanish literature and AP 

chemistry) but find that the courses are scheduled at the same time, or who want 

to take one or more singleton advanced courses and one or more singleton 

electives. (USDOE, 2007, p. 2). 

The College Board (2010) stated it “recognizes the significant service that online 

and distance learning providers provide to students and schools” (p. 3). As districts and 

schools sought to increase the numbers of students taking advanced coursework and more 

students were seeking AP courses to increase their competitiveness for college admission, 

online AP courses are increasingly an effective means of expanding access. 

Approximately 68% of Sloan-C study respondents rated offering online AP or college-

level courses as “important,” and approximately 55% rated online learning as a solution 

to reducing scheduling conflicts for students as “important” (Picciano & Seaman, 2007).  
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Summary 

Online and blended learning were seen as a solution to many educational 

problems, including overcrowding in schools, constrained master schedules, a lack of 

access to qualified teachers, and the pressure to meet the needs of all students, including 

those who need differentiated instruction regardless of place, space, or time (Cavanaugh 

& Clark, 2007). A variety of studies concluded that online learning offered the 

advantages of fostering 21st century skills, inspired competency and creativity, expanded 

online learning for all students, averted high school dropouts, assisted in meeting 

individual student needs and learning styles, supported career and technical disciplines, 

broadened the academic day, reinforced faculty quality, and facilitated true and expedient 

assessment (Vockley, 2009). Many studies reviewed online learning policy and practice 

and made a case for reform and innovation. However, the research base did not include 

data on the nature and extent of fully online or blended learning, barriers to 

implementation, and the importance of online learning opportunities as reported by 

district administrators in Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 schools.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to examine the status of fully online and blended 

learning environments in Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 public schools, as well as 

administrators’ perceived importance of and barriers to online and blended learning. This 

mixed methods study utilized a concurrent, pragmatic design; a procedure for collecting, 

analyzing, and mixing both quantitative and qualitative data within a single study to 

understand a research problem more completely (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). 

Participants completed a survey instrument (see Appendix A) comprised of a mixture of 

closed-ended questionnaire items with predetermined response categories and open-

ended questionnaire items that allowed narrative responses. The survey form was 

composed of two portions: one that applied to all respondents and a second section 

completed only by those districts with fully online or blended offerings. The population 

included all district and building-level administrators of K-12 public schools in 

Intermediate units #18, 19, and 20 of Northeastern Pennsylvania. Surveys provided the 

data for the study.  

The Creighton University Institutional Review Board (IRB) considered the 

background, purpose, and methodology of the study to ensure the ethical treatment of 

participants.  In addition, Creighton’s IRB determined the sufficiency of documented 

informed consent and provided approval to collect data (see Appendix B).  

Research Design 

This pragmatic, mixed methods study examined the status of fully online and 

blended education implementation in K-12 public school districts in Northeastern 
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Pennsylvania, as well as administrators’ perceptions of importance of and barriers to 

online learning opportunities for students. Creswell (2009) defined pragmatism as a 

“worldview arising out of actions, situations, and consequences rather than antecedent 

conditions” (p. 10).  Gathering such current data required the researcher to utilize a 

methodology that provided the latest data from administrators. The researcher agreed that 

pragmatism was most suited to a mixed methods research approach due to its flexibility 

to gain current data used to address or inform current issues (Creswell, 2009; Greene & 

Hall, 2010; Maxwell & Mittapalli, 2010).  

A mixed methods study allowed the researcher to select and integrate the qualities 

of qualitative and quantitative research to strengthen the study by providing greater 

insight and understanding of the topic being researched, adding to the richness and 

representativeness of the data collected (Creswell, 2009, 2012; Onwuegbuzie & Johnson, 

2006; Teddlie  & Tashakkori, 2010; Teddlie & Yu, 2007). “Mixed methods research 

represents both a methodology and a method, and it involves collecting, analyzing, and 

mixing qualitative and quantitative approaches in a single study” (Creswell, Shope, Plano 

Clark, & Green, 2006, p. 1). 

In a mixed methods study design, “three issues need consideration: priority, 

implementation, and integration” (Creswell, Plano Clark, Guttman, & Hanson, 2003, p. 

68). Priority refers to whether a researcher puts equal emphasis on both methods, or 

focused more on either qualitative or quantitative methods. Implementation refers to 

whether the data collection and analysis occur in sequence, parallel or concurrently. 

Integration refers to where the mixing or connecting of quantitative and qualitative data 

occurs in the study (Creswell et al., 2003).  
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The disciplinary orientation for this study was grounded in constructivism. 

Constructivist theory based on the work of Jean Piaget (1950) and Benjamin Bloom 

(1956) contends that learners learn best when they can contextualize what they learn for 

immediate application, and they acquire personal meaning by reflecting on experiences 

while participating in a social-dialogical process. A learner generates their own mental 

models, which are used to make sense of new experiences (Cavanaugh, Gillan, Kromrey, 

Hess, & Blomeyer, 2004).  

The theoretical framework of pragmatism enhanced this mixed methods study. 

Patton (2002) contended that in pragmatism there is a concern with applications and 

solutions to problems. Pragmatism provides more conceptual clarity to theories and 

models of distance education and the major paradigm shift of the disruptive technology 

of e-learning (Hart & Christensen, 2002). Pragmatism affects the foundation for the 

development of distance education paradigms for the foreseeable future (Saba, 2003).  

In a mixed methods approach, a researcher builds knowledge on a pragmatic 

frame (Creswell, 2003; Maxcy, 2003). They make choices about approaches, as well as 

variables and units of analysis that are most likely to result in answers to their research 

question. Pragmatism, a theory grounded in the idea that quantitative and qualitative 

methods are compatible, and that both numerical and text data, collected sequentially or 

concurrently, helps researchers better understand the research question. Mixed methods 

research utilizes both qualitative and quantitative studies concurrently to validate research 

findings and explores the range of disparate findings in order to generate new questions 

(Hesse-Biber, 2010). At the data-analysis stage, the findings from both approaches were 

in conversation with one another which resulted in a richer, more complex study.  
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A mixed methods researcher examines both qualitative and quantitative methods 

and procedures for collecting and analyzing data. Collecting both closed-ended 

quantitative data and open-ended qualitative data proves advantageous to best understand 

a research problem (Creswell, 2003). Questionnaires were appropriate when the 

researcher was seeking controlled responses and for respondent convenience (Gall, Gall, 

& Borg, 2007). The survey instrument in this study explored the status of online and 

blended offerings in Northeastern Pennsylvania’s K-12 public schools, the perceived 

level of importance of these offerings, and administrators’ perceptions of barriers related 

to offering online and blended courses (see Appendix A).  

The questionnaire consisted of categorical, Likert-type scale, and open-ended 

questions to gain the most detailed data possible for effective evaluation analysis of the 

study.  Babbie (1973) cautioned of the potential shortcomings of closed-ended questions 

due to the researcher’s wording and choices offered to the participant, which may not 

include all of the possible choices for a participant to select. Therefore, the researcher 

included the opportunity for participants to add information in many of the closed-ended 

questions. In addition, the researcher developed closed-ended questions in which 

participants could choose more than one of the structured responses and/or add comments 

to provide the greatest opportunity for a complete and thorough response from the 

participant. Babbie (1973) contended that providing the participant with an opportunity to 

add responses and choose multiple responses support the study’s effort.  

One of the advantages of surveys and rating scales was their effectiveness at 

gathering data concerning attitudes, perceptions, and opinions (Mertler & Charles, 2008). 

Moreover, to answer questions regarding perception, attitude, and opinion, Creswell 
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(2009) suggested a survey design provide a “quantitative or numeric description of 

trends, attitudes or opinions of a population” (p. 145). Fink (2009) also recommended 

surveys to collect information to describe, compare, or explain individual “knowledge, 

feelings, values, preferences and behavior” (p. 1). A survey provided data about general 

trends and specific issues (Fink, 2009; Creswell, 2008). 

Selection of Subjects 

Permission to advance the study to data collection was granted by Creighton 

University’s IRB (see Appendix B). The IRB considered the background, purpose, and 

methodology of the study to ensure the ethical treatment of participants and determined 

the adequacy of documented informed consent. Once approval was obtained, the 

invitation of participants began, which led to data collection.  

The subject group included all district and building-level administrators of K-12 

public school districts in Northeastern Pennsylvania employed in Intermediate Units #18, 

19, and 20.  The study results assist district and building-level administrators in planning, 

implementing, and monitoring fully online and blended learning efforts in K-12 public 

schools in Northeastern Pennsylvania.  The study results were considered in relation to 

the results of the Picciano and Seaman (2007, 2009) studies as applied to a different 

population.  

Communication with the targeted population for the research study included 

securing a letter of agreement from the district (see Appendix C), an invitation to 

participate (see Appendix D) and a Bill of Rights for Research Participants (see 

Appendix E). The specific consent to participate was indicted with a response on the first 

page of the electronic survey (see Appendix A). 
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Instrumentation 

The survey used for the research study represented a mixed methodology with 

both closed- and open-ended questions related to the research questions for the study. 

Mixed methods researchers develop instruments that effectively answer their research 

questions (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). The questionnaire for this study consisted of 

categorical and Likert-type scale response items. The survey form was composed of two 

portions: one that applied to all respondents and a second section completed only by 

those districts with fully online or blended offerings. Open-ended questions were 

included in the survey instrument to allow participants to elaborate on any of their 

responses or to address concerns and issues not listed in the structured response items. 

Each of the survey questions was in direct correlation to the research questions.  

The questionnaire used intramethod mixing because it included open- and closed-

ended items. The closed-ended quantitative questions allowed administrators to provide 

existing district data. The open-ended questions allowed administrators to provide new 

information that might have been missed with completely closed-ended items.  

The study built upon the use of a validated survey instrument designed and used 

in the studies K-12 Online Learning: A Survey of U.S. School District Administrators 

(2007) and K-12 Online Learning: A 2008 Follow-up of the Survey of U.S. School 

District Administrators (2009), both written by Anthony G. Picciano and Jeff Seaman 

and published by the Sloan Consortium (see Appendix F). Permission to utilize the 

instrument was granted by Dr. Picciano and Dr. Seaman (see Appendix G).  

The web-based survey was hosted by SurveyMonkey.  SurveyMonkey, a 

password-protected, secure online tool, grants permission to access survey results and 
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reporting tools. Participant anonymity was protected through the reporting of the total 

number of respondents without identifying data of specific participants and the 

confidentiality of the respondents was protected by disabling the Internet Protocol (IP) 

tracking feature.  

Assumptions 

A methodological assumption that underlies this research was the ability to gather 

substantive honest data from the electronic survey comprised of closed-ended and open-

ended questions to provide a basis for understanding the status of fully online and 

blended learning, as well as administrators’ perceptions of the importance of and barriers 

to online and blended learning in Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 schools. The study 

was limited by the online nature of the instrument and the number of subjects who 

completed the survey. The use of an electronic survey rather than a paper survey was 

based on the results of a mixed methods study surveying faculty at Washington State 

University. In that study, responses to the e-mail survey were returned more quickly, and 

at a 76% response rate, than surveys mailed to participants, which had a 54% return rate, 

or surveys utilizing a mailed pre-notice and an electronic survey, which had a 49% return 

rate (Dillman, 2007). The e-mail surveys were returned within four days and resulted in 

more complete answers to open-ended questions.  

Validity of this study was limited to the participants selected, reliability of the 

instrument used, and method of data analysis utilized. This study confined itself to 

surveying administrators of K-12 public school districts in Northeastern Pennsylvania 

employed in Intermediate Units #18, 19, and 20. Weaknesses included bias caused 
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through poor question design, response, or reflexivity. However, using a validated survey 

instrument helped avoid these weaknesses.  

Procedures 

The data collection method for this study was intramethod mixing; the concurrent 

use of a single method that includes both qualitative and quantitative components. 

Procedures for the implementation of the research design methodology began with the 

establishment of an e-mail database of Northeastern Pennsylvania district and building-

level administrators to establish channels for distribution of all communication related to 

participation in the research study. E-mail addresses of the administrators in Intermediate 

Units #18, 19, and 20 were obtained through statewide databases and district websites.  

With approval from Creighton University’s IRB (see Appendix B), an e-mail 

explaining the purpose of the study and an invitation to participate was sent to all 

administrators of K-12 public school districts in Northeastern Pennsylvania employed in 

Intermediate Units #18, 19, and 20 via the researcher’s school district e-mail (see 

Appendix D). The invitation included a link to the online survey hosted by 

SurveyMonkey. The first question within the survey determined the administrators’ 

consent to participate in the research study. The survey link did not include any 

identifying information of the administrators who took the survey. Three undelivered e-

mails were recorded by the researcher and addressed through written correspondences in 

future contacts. 

Administrators were given a three week opportunity to complete the electronic 

survey. A second e-mail and a letter generated from a merge of the researcher’s database 

(see Appendix H) was sent after 10 days, thanking those who completed the survey and 
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reminding those who did not to complete the survey. A third electronic and written 

request was sent after 17 days (see Appendix H).  

The researcher maintained the e-mail database for the sole purpose of 

communication regarding participation in the research study. The e-mail database was 

housed on the researcher’s password protected, personal computer with a single backup 

of information for security purposes. Furthermore, the researcher served as first contact to 

trouble shoot problems with the electronic survey.  If the problem was unresolved at the 

local level, the researcher was prepared to provide contact information for support at 

SurveyMonkey. 

Data Processing and Analysis 

The electronic survey, hosted by SurveyMonkey, provided real-time reports in the 

form of descriptive statistics summarizing the total number of respondents taking the 

survey. The quantitative data provided descriptive data reflecting administrators’ 

perceptions, and the qualitative data provided clarification and implications for further 

study. The data provided by each of the methods was analyzed side by side, which allows 

for the statistical results to be supported, clarified, or confirmed by the qualitative results 

(Creswell, 2009).  

The researcher organized the data in a systematic manner. One method was 

identifying major categories in the data under which the data was submitted. The data 

must fit within one category and one alone, and all categories should be designed on the 

same level of analysis (Woods, 2006). The data analysis method for this study included a 

synthesis of themes and patterns, which was coded and included in the results summary.  
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Two processes guided the analysis of the data that emerged from the research 

study. The first was categorized and coded, and the second identified key experiences and 

the elements that compose them (Stringer, 2007). Stringer (2007) contended that the 

procedures for categorizing and coding involve: 

1. Reviewing the collected data  

2. Unitizing the data  

3. Categorizing and coding  

4. Identifying themes  

5. Organizing a category system  

6. Developing a report framework (p. 99)  

In this study, the researcher reviewed the research questions and determined 

which data to incorporate into the analysis process. Common themes represented 

consistency of coding and confirmed the reliability of the instrument and the results. 

Descriptive statistics included a means by which the coded qualitative themes and 

patterns were transformed into quantitative data based on the multiple common themes 

identified in the coding process. This process allowed the data to be examined 

quantitatively with the influence of the qualitative themes.  

Data from SurveyMonkey was converted into the Statistical Package for Social 

Sciences (SPSS) v.22 for Windows. This study was exploratory in nature to determine 

administrators’ perceptions on the status, importance and barriers to implementation of 

online and blended learning in Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 public schools.  Bergman 

(2010) explained that exploratory-based statistics do not make a distinction “between the 
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dependent and independent variables; rather, the entire set of interdependent relationships 

are analyzed simultaneously” (p. 401). 

The quantitative part of the survey focused on the descriptive data. Much of the 

data collected was categorical data and frequencies run in SPSS related to the research 

questions (see Appendix I). Tables were used to demonstrate the frequency of responses. 

This descriptive study utilized cross-tabulation to analyze the categorical data gathered 

from the research. Cross-tabulation is “a way of arranging data about categorical 

variables in a matrix so that relations can be more clearly seen” (Vogt & Johnson, 2011, 

p. 87). Vogt and Johnson (2011) explained that cross-tabulation provides greater clarity 

between the relationships of two variables. 

For the qualitative part of the survey, responses were taken from SurveyMonkey 

and coded in an excel spreadsheet (see Appendix J). “Coding is the process of 

segmenting and labeling text to form descriptions and broad themes in the data” 

(Creswell, 2012, p. 243). Miles and Huberman (1994) stated that coding provides the 

opportunity for analysis, identifying meaningful relationships among the data while 

differentiating the data into their own significance. Creswell (2012) proposed six steps 

during the process for coding data: 1) understand the general ideas, 2) summarize 

statement into two to three words, 3) start to code, 4) organize similar codes together, 5) 

review the data for other emerging codes, and 6) organize the codes into themes.  

The comments were read twice prior to making any notations regarding questions. 

The column adjacent to the comments was labeled “RQ” for research question. Each 

comment was assigned the number of the research question to which it is best aligned. 

Comments that applied to more than one research question were assigned the number of 
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each research question. Comments not aligned to a research question and that provided an 

unexpected finding was labeled with a zero. As the comments were read for a third time, 

the researcher assigned the number or numbers of the research question(s).  

Next, the researcher identified the discrete ideas, concepts, events, and 

experiences that were incorporated in order to “isolate units of meaning—statements that 

have discrete meaning when isolated from other information” (Stringer, 2007, p. 101). 

Once the data were unitized, the units of meaning were sorted into related groups or 

categories. As the data were analyzed, categories that emerged were included under a 

number of headings. The researcher developed a report framework.  

This study focused on the status of fully online learning and blended learning, as 

well as administrators’ perceptions of the importance of and barriers to online learning in 

Northeastern Pennsylvania. Only district and building-level administrators of 

Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 public schools employed in Intermediate Units #18, 19, 

and 20 were included in the study. The delimitations affected the generalization of this 

study to other populations.  

Summary 

Chapter 3 explained the research process related to the method, design, and 

instrument of this study. Moreover, the chapter included additional processes that were 

vital to a research study such as: the research process, population, sampling, informed 

consent, data collection and analysis, instrument reliability, and study validity.  Chapter 4 

presents the results of the study. Chapter 5 contains an interpretation of the overall results 

based on the literature review, methodology, and data analysis. In addition, conclusions 

and recommendations are presented. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this mixed methods study was to examine the status of fully online 

and blended learning in K-12 public schools in Northeastern Pennsylvania, as well as to 

analyze administrators’ perceived importance of and barriers to fully online and blended 

learning. For the purpose of this study, status of online and blended learning referred to 

the nature and extent of online and blended learning in Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 

public schools.  The results of this study assist school administrators in planning, 

implementing, and monitoring online learning efforts. Empirical evidence informs future 

development of online or blended learning policy and efforts to support expansion of 

student access to online learning opportunities in Northeastern Pennsylvania.  This study 

examined variables, which included the nature and extent of online and blended courses 

offered, perceived importance of offering online and blended courses, and perceived 

barriers that impede implementation and expansion efforts. This chapter presents the 

results of the statistical and qualitative analyses of the data.  

Review of Methodology 

Mixed methods concurrent, pragmatic research design utilizing a validated survey 

instrument was used to collect the data (see Appendix A). The survey was designed and 

used in the studies K-12 Online Learning: A Survey of U.S. School District 

Administrators (2007) and K-12 Online Learning: A 2008 Follow-up of the Survey of 

U.S. School District Administrators (2009), both written by Anthony G. Picciano and Jeff 

Seaman and published by the Sloan Consortium (see Appendix F). Permission to utilize 

the instrument was granted by Picciano and Seaman (see Appendix G).  
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An e-mail explaining the purpose of the study with an invitation to participate was 

sent to all eligible K-12 public school administrators (N = 167) from schools that 

forwarded a letter of agreement to participate in the study (see Appendices C & D). There 

were a total of 98 responses for a response rate of 59%. The research study sought to 

answer the following research questions:  

1. What is the status of online and blended learning in Northeastern Pennsylvania K-

12 public schools as described by school and district administrators?  

2. What is the perceived importance of online and blended learning by 

administrators in K-12 public schools in Northeastern Pennsylvania? 

3. What do administrators in Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 public schools 

identify as barriers to implementation of online and blended learning? 

Data Analysis Procedures 

     The electronic survey was hosted by the online service at SurveyMonkey.  

Once the prescribed timeframe for completion of the survey expired, the researcher 

reviewed the research questions and determined which data to incorporate into the 

analysis process. Common themes associated with the research questions represented 

consistency of coding and confirmed the reliability of the instrument and the results.  The 

quantitative data provided descriptive data reflecting administrators’ perceptions, and the 

qualitative data provided clarification and implications for further study. The data 

provided by each of the methods was analyzed side by side after tabulated in Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) v.22 to allow the quantitative results to support, 

clarify and confirm the qualitative results.    
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    Descriptive statistics and frequencies were run on all quantitative data (see  

Appendix I).  Qualitative data were numerically coded in an excel spreadsheet (see  

Appendix J). Comments were read twice prior to making any notations regarding 

questions. Each comment was assigned the number of the research question to which it is 

best aligned. Comments that applied to more than one research question were assigned 

the number of each research question. Comments not aligned to a research question and 

that provided an unexpected finding were labeled with a zero. As possible, the researcher 

identified discrete ideas, concepts, events, and experiences that were incorporated in the 

data.   

Results 

 The study examined the status of fully online and blended learning in K-12 public 

schools in Northeastern Pennsylvania, as well as to analyze administrators’ perceived 

importance of and barriers to fully online and blended learning. For the purpose of this 

study, status of online and blended learning referred to the nature and extent of online and 

blended learning in Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 public schools located in 

Intermediate Units (IU) #18, #19 and #20.  The data set contained 98 records, 

representing 59% of all participating districts (N=167).  Responses were received from 

administrators in Intermediate Unit #18, #19, and #20. 

Among the 98 administrators who voluntarily participated in the study, 9 were  

superintendents, 7 were assistant superintendents, 46 were principals, 20 were assistant 

principals, and 16 were other district office administrators.  Table 1 provides additional 

demographic information regarding the 98 administrators. 

 
 



55 
 

Table 1  
 
Demographic Comparison of Participants       
             
 

Demographic Category Frequency Percent Valid Percent 
 

             
 

Gender    Male   59       60.2  60.2 
     Female   39       39.8  39.8 
     Total   98     100.0           100.0 

 
Age      25-34   04        4.1    4.1 
      35-44   46      46.9  46.9 
      45-54   31      31.6  31.6 
      55-64   16      16.3  16.3 
      65-74   01        1.0    1.0 
      Total   98     100.0           100.0 
 
IU      #18   11      11.2  11.2 
      #19   59      60.2  60.2 
      #20   28      28.6  28.6 
      Total   98    100.0           100.0 
 

 Admin. 
 Experience 0-4 yrs.  22      22.4  22.4 
   5-9 yrs.  29      29.6  29.6 
          10-14 yrs.  29      29.6  29.6 
             15+ yrs.  18      18.4  18.4 
      Total   98    100.0           100.0 
 
 Online 
 Experience 0-5 courses  70      71.4  71.4 
            5-10 courses  16      16.3  16.3 
            10 + courses  12      12.2  12.2 
             Total  98    100.0           100.0 
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Research Question One 

What is the status of online and blended learning in Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 

public schools as described by school and district administrators?  

As shown in Table 2, 70.8% of the school district administrators in the study 

reported they had at least one student who had taken an online course and an additional 

13.5% did not have any students enrolled in an online class but planned to have at least 

one student take an online course within the next 3 years. 

Table 2  
 
Extent of Online Courses 
            
     
Extent Outline    n  Percent Valid Percent   
 
At least one student   68    69.4         70.8 
No students/plans   13    13.3         13.5 
No students/no plans   15    15.3         15.5 
Total reported    96    98.0           0.0 
Missing    02      2.0           0.0 
Total     98  100.0       100.0 
             

 

The following comments, as recorded in the qualitative data set, were reported by 

administrators that had at least one student enrolled in an online course included the 

following: 

 Our fully online and blending learning in our district is in its initial stages of 

development.  This is only the second year we have had it in place. 

 We are in a beginning stage of online courses. 

 Currently our school district uses cyber education for students who are 100% in 

the cyber program.  We do not use a blended format. 
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 We have developed a program, but we need to enhance this program. 
 

 We just began our own District K-12 on-line school this year (2013-14). Through 

the alt. ed. Program we purchase Florida virtual curricula/platform.  For our new 

cyber school we purchased the courses/platform from Commonwealth Academy. 

Table 3 provides a summary of the extent of blended courses offered and reflects 

that 49.5% of the school administrators reported that at least one student takes a blended 

course. It also indicates that an additional 26.3% of those who did not have students 

enrolled in a blended course planned to have at least one student take a blended course 

within the subsequent 3 years. 

Table 3  
 
Extent of Blended Courses 
            
         
Extent Blended   n  Percent Valid Percent   
 
At least one student   47    48.0         49.5 
No students/plans   25    25.5         26.3 
No students/no plans   23    23.5         24.2 
Total reported    95    96.9         0 
Missing    3    3.1         0 
Total     98    100         100   
             
 

The following comments, as recorded in the qualitative data set, were offered 

from administrators that had at least one student enrolled in a blended course: 

 Our fully online and blending learning in our district is in its initial stages of 

development.  This is only the second year we have had it in place. 

 I strongly believe that public schools will need to embrace the idea of blended 

learning in order to respond to the increasingly diverse needs of our population. 

We do not offer a competitive and comparable model to cyber education and we 
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are experiencing declining enrollment because of that fact. If we had a better 

product that serviced the individual needs of a student considering cyber 

education (i.e. a blended option which provided access to academic support, 

remedial tutoring, etc.) we would lose fewer students to those schools. The 

trouble is having the infrastructure, the technical support, the bargaining 

agreements, and the unified philosophy to support blended opportunities.  

 We recognize that developing students’ abilities to navigate and perform well in 

online or blended courses is of paramount importance for their future education.  

As shown in Table 4, administrators indicated that 20.8% of their fully online 

courses are required courses, 29.2% are elective courses, and that 30.6% of the districts 

offer fully online courses as either a required or elective course. 

 
Table 4  
 
Nature of Online Courses 
            
         
Nature offered    n  Percent Valid Percent   
 
Required courses   15    15.3         20.8 
Elective courses   21    21.4         29.2 
Both     22    22.4         30.6 
N/A     14    14.3         19.4 
Total reported    72    73.5       100.0 
Missing    26    26.5           0.0 
Total     98  100.0       100.0   
             
 

Table 5 provides a summary of the nature of blended courses being offered in 

Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 public schools and reflects that 12.3% of blended 

learning is occurring in required courses, 30.8% as electives, and 12.3% as either a 

required or elective course.  
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Table 5 
 
 Nature of Blended Courses 
            
         
Nature offered    n  Percent Valid Percent   
 
Required courses   08      8.2         12.3 
Elective courses   20    20.4         30.8 
Both     08      8.2         12.3 
N/A     29    29.6         44.6 
Total reported    65    66.3       100.0 
Missing    33    33.7           0.0 
Total     98  100.0       100.0   
             

 

Research Question Two 

What is the perceived importance of online and blended learning by administrators in K-

12 public schools in Northeastern Pennsylvania? 

The survey instrument collected data on administrators’ perceived importance for 

a school district to offer online or blended courses. The 7-point Likert scale used in the 

survey was re-coded into a 3-point scale: responses 1 and 2 represented Not important, 

responses 3 to 5 represented Neutral, and responses 6 and 7 represented Very important 

for comparison to Picciano and Seaman‘s 2007 and 2009 national studies. Table 6 

provides a summary of the responses on the importance of offering fully online or 

blended courses and reflects that 64.4% of the respondents selected “Offering courses not 

otherwise available at the school” as the most important reason for offering online and/or 

blended courses. 
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Table 6  
 
Importance of Online and Blended Courses  
            
      
     Not Important  Neutral Very 
Important 
Reasons      n Percent           n      Percent    n Percent 
 
Online and blended offerings  14 28.9           62     68.8   14 15.5 
are pedagogically more beneficial 
   
Courses address growing   18 18.4           48     53.4   24 26.6  
Populations and limited space 
   
Online and blended offerings  06   6.1           51     56.6   33 36.7 
are financially beneficial 
   
Students prefer online course  09        10.0           61     67.8   20 22.2 
activities 
   
Certified teachers are not   31 34.5           44     48.9   15 16.7 
Available for traditional face- 
to-face instruction 
   
Offer courses not otherwise   03   3.3           29     32.2   58 64.4 
available at the school 
   
Offer Advanced Placement or   07   7.8           30     33.3   53 58.8 
college-level courses 
   
Meets the needs of specific   01   1.1           32     35.6   57 63.3 
groups of students 
   
Reduces scheduling conflicts   04   4.4           56     62.1   30 33.4 
for students 
   
Permits students who failed a   04   4.4           39     43.4   47 52.2 
course to take it again  
             
 
Note: For this survey question, the total frequency equals 90% and the valid percent 
equals 91.8%.     
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 Below are comments, as recorded in the qualitative data set, from participants 

discussing the importance of online and blended learning and their reasons for providing 

this type of learning environment: 

 I think these programs could help a public school expand their curricular 

offerings to the students; fulfilling a need or providing a service which has 

never been done before. 

 Online is an advantage to students who will be exposed to that type of 

learning environment in post-secondary education. 

 We should look to offer more on-line course to offer more flexibility with 

unique cases.  Also as an alternative for world language choices. 

 I think online and blended learning has its’ place for certain types of 

learners. I don’t think it has so much to do with advanced vs. not advanced 

as it does with the particular learning style of each student. I do like the 

fact that we could offer courses that students may not be exposed to. 

 
Research Question Three 

What do administrators in Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 public schools identify as 

barriers to implementation of online and blended learning? 

The survey instrument collected data about barriers that school districts faced in 

developing and providing online and blended learning opportunities for their students.  

For purposes of presentation, The 7-point Likert scale used in the survey was re-coded 

into a 3-point scale: responses 1 and 2 represented Not important, responses 3 to 5 

represented Neutral, and responses 6 and 7 represented Very important for comparison to 

Picciano and Seaman‘s 2007 and 2009 national studies. Table 7 provides a summary of 
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the ranking of barriers to offering online and blended courses and reflects that 48.9% of 

the respondents selected “Concerns about course quality”	as the most frequently named 

barrier to offering online and/or blended courses. 

Table 7  
 
Barriers to Offering Online and Blended Courses 
             
 
     Not Important  Neutral Very 
Important 
Barriers      n Percent           n      Percent    n Percent 
 
Course development and/or    10 11.1           52     57.8            28 31.1 
purchasing costs 
 
Limited technological    29 32.3           44     48.9   17 18.9 
infrastructure to support distance 
education 
 
Concerns about course quality  08   8.9           38     42.3            44 48.9 
 
Restrictive state or local laws/  14       15.5               61     67.8            15 16.6 
Policies 
 
The need for teacher training   08         8.9               47     52.2            35 38.9 
 
Concerns about receiving funding  11       12.2            47     52.2   32 35.5 
based on student attendance for  
fully online and/or blended 
education courses           
              
 
Note: For this survey question, the total frequency equals 90% and the valid percent 
equals 91.8%.   
   
 The following comments, as recorded in the qualitative data set, were made by 

participants regarding the barriers to developing and providing online and blended to 

courses: 
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 Online learning is needed at the district-level to provide options for students.  

Many students that are struggling or frustrated with school choose cyber as an 

alternative.  It is not the best placement for these students but provide an option to 

keep students enrolled in the district.  The district hopes to offer more online 

courses in the future for enrichment and remediation. 

 Fully online or blended learning is a contractual issue.  It obviously could be a 

benefit in regard to cost savings.   

 The biggest concern I expect will be from the teacher association. Their argument 

will be that the District is taking work out of the bargaining unit, unless it is for a 

singleton class in which there aren’t any Highly Qualified Teachers for that class 

(e.g. Mandarin). 

 I do not believe it is an effective model for truant, school refusal, low-achieving 

students, which, in my experience, have been the majority of students drawn to 

this method. 

 I strongly believe that public schools will need to embrace the idea of blended 

learning in order to respond to the increasingly diverse needs of our population. 

We do not offer a competitive and comparable model to cyber education and we 

are experiencing declining enrollment because of that fact. If we had a better 

product that serviced the individual needs of a student considering cyber 

education (i.e. a blended option which provided access to academic support, 

remedial tutoring, etc.) we would lose fewer students to those schools. The 

trouble is having the infrastructure, the technical support, the bargaining 

agreements, and the unified philosophy to support blended opportunities. Public 
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education in Northeastern Pennsylvania is generally resistant to change. That is 

reflected in many of the districts' bargaining agreements. We're going to need to 

embrace new offerings if public schooling is to be sustainable in its current 

incarnation. 

Summary 

This chapter presented the findings of the quantitative and qualitative research for 

the examination of the status of fully online and blended learning in K-12 public schools 

in Northeastern Pennsylvania.  The findings from the quantitative data were presented in 

tables connected to the research questions. Qualitative data gathered were coded relevant 

to the research questions and the themes relevant to the literature. Quantitative and 

qualitative analyses were presented for each research question.  

The findings revealed that of the responding Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 

public school districts administrators (N = 98), 70.8% of schools in Intermediate Units 

#18, #19, and #20 had students take online courses during the 2013-2014 school year, 

and another 13.5% planned to introduce them over the next three years. In addition, 

responding administrators reported that 49.5% had students take blended courses and 

another 26.3% planned to introduce them over the next three years. The nature of the 

online and blended course offerings vary from district to district, with 30.6% of the 

online courses offered as required and elective courses, while blended learning offerings 

tend to be electives at 30.8%. 

Additionally, the study analyzed the administrators’ perceived importance of and 

barriers to fully online and blended learning.  A summary of the responses on the 

importance of offering fully online or blended courses reflects that 64.4% of the 
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respondents selected “Offering courses not otherwise available at the school” as the most 

important reason for offering online and/or blended courses.  Moreover, the ranking of 

barriers to offering online and blended courses indicates that 48.9% of the respondents 

selected “Concerns about course quality”	as the most frequently named barrier to offering 

online and/or blended courses.  

Chapter Five, the concluding chapter of this study, discusses findings, 

conclusions, and implications for professional practice. This chapter indicates the need 

for further research in this field and includes suggestions for implementation of research 

efforts. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to examine the nature and extent of online 

education in Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 public schools, as well as administrators’ 

perceived importance of and barriers to online and blended learning. K-12 public school 

administrators’ perspectives regarding future implementation efforts were examined and 

formed the basis of recommendations for the forming of district-wide teams engaged in 

the planning and implementation of online and blended learning, online learning policy, 

and future study.  

In this chapter, a summary of the study, as well as, a summary of the findings of 

the study are reported.  The findings provide a foundation for the implications for 

practice, research, and recommendations for future study. 

Summary of the Study 

The mixed methods concurrent, pragmatic research design utilized a validated 

open- and closed-ended-question survey instrument to collect data (see Appendix A). The 

survey used in the study was designed and used in the published studies K-12 Online 

Learning: A Survey of U.S. School District Administrators (2007) and K-12 Online 

Learning: A 2008 Follow-up of the Survey of U.S. School District Administrators (2009); 

both written by Anthony G. Picciano and Jeff Seaman and published by the Sloan 

Consortium (see Appendix F). Permission to utilize the instrument was granted by 

Picciano and Seaman (see Appendix G).  

An e-mail explaining the purpose of the study with an invitation to participate was 

sent to all eligible K-12 public school administrators (N = 167) from schools that 
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forwarded a letter of agreement to participate in the study (see Appendices C & D). There 

were a total of 98 responses for a response rate of 59%.  

The research study sought to answer the following research questions:  

1. What is the status of online and blended learning in Northeastern Pennsylvania K-

12 public schools as described by school and district administrators?  

2. What is the perceived importance of online and blended learning by 

administrators in K-12 public schools in Northeastern Pennsylvania? 

3. What do administrators in Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 public schools 

identify as barriers to implementation of online and blended learning? 

The invitation included a link to the online survey hosted by SurveyMonkey.  The 

first question within the survey solicited the administrators’ consent to participate in the 

research study. The survey link did not include any identifying information of the 

administrators who completed the survey. Three undelivered e-mails were recorded by 

the researcher and the researcher sent an invitation to participate via written 

correspondence. 

Administrators were given three weeks to complete the electronic survey. A 

second e-mail (see Appendix H) and a letter generated from a merge of the researcher’s 

database were sent after 10 days, thanking those who completed the survey and 

reminding those who did not complete the survey. A third electronic and written request 

was sent after 17 days (see Appendix H).  

Once the prescribed timeframe for completion of the survey expired, the 

researcher reviewed the research questions and incorporated all the data into the analysis 

process. Common themes associated with the research questions represented consistency 
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of coding and confirmed the instrument and results.  The quantitative data provided 

descriptive data reflecting administrators’ perceptions, and the qualitative data provided 

clarification and implications for further study. The data provided by each of the methods 

were analyzed side by side after tabulated in SPSS to allow the qualitative results to 

support, clarify and confirm the quantitative results.    

    Descriptive statistics and frequencies were calculated for all quantitative data.  

Qualitative data were numerically coded in an Excel spreadsheet. Comments were read 

twice prior to making any notations regarding questions. Each comment was assigned the 

number of the research question to which it is best aligned. Comments that applied to 

more than one research question were assigned the number of each research question. 

Comments not aligned to a research question and that provided an unexpected finding 

were labeled with a zero. As possible, the researcher identified discrete ideas, concepts, 

events, and experiences that were incorporated in the data.   

Summary of Findings 

The purpose of this study was to examine the nature and extent of online 

education in Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 public schools, as well as administrators’ 

perceived importance of and barriers to online and blended learning. The findings from 

the quantitative data were presented in tables connected to the research questions. 

Qualitative data gathered were coded relevant to the research questions and the themes 

relevant to the literature. Quantitative and qualitative analyses were presented for each 

research question.  

The findings reveal that of the responding Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 public 

school districts administrators (N = 98), 70.8% of schools in Intermediate Units (IU) #18, 
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#19, and #20 had students take online courses during the 2013-2014 school year, and 

another 13.5% planned to introduce them over the next three years. In addition, 

responding administrators reported that 49.5% had students take blended courses and 

another 26.3% planned to introduce them over the next three years. The nature of the 

online and blended course offerings vary from district to district, with 30.6% of the 

online courses offered as required and elective courses, while blended learning offerings 

tend to be electives at 30.8%. 

Statistics like these on the status of online and blended reflect the sustained 

growth of their use.  In a national study of school administrators (Picciano & Seaman, 

2009), the estimate of students enrolled in at least one online or blended class was 

1,030,000 in three quarters (74.8%) of all the school districts in the United States. 

Approximately another 15% of the districts reported planning to introduce online and 

blended courses over the next 3 years. Although slightly behind these figures, the data 

from Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 public schools demonstrates the demand for online 

and blended learning continues to grow because it helps districts meet the individual 

needs of students. Online and blended learning allowed a level of differentiation and 

personalization that otherwise becomes impossible because of time constraints and 

capital constraints (Nagel & Patrick, 2009).  

Additionally, the study analyzed the administrators’ perceived importance of and 

barriers to fully online and blended learning.  A summary of the responses on the 

importance of offering fully online or blended courses reflects that 64.4% of the 

respondents selected “Offering courses not otherwise available at the school” as the most 

important reason for offering online and/or blended courses.  Moreover, the ranking of 
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barriers to offering online and blended courses indicates that 48.9% of the respondents 

selected “Concerns about course quality”	as the most frequently named barrier to offering 

online and/or blended courses. 

Collins (2004) summarized concerns about online and blended learning into three 

major categories: policy, quality, and funding. Within the category of quality, a 

significant concern was training for teachers of virtual courses (Black, Ferdig, & 

DiPietro, 2008; Picciano & Seaman, 2009; Tucker, 2007).  “Teacher training” was highly 

ranked as a concern in only the Picciano and Seaman (2007, 2009) studies and reflected 

38.9% of the responses in the current study.  This reflects the progression seen in the 

research shift away from the structural concerns of implementing distance learning 

toward concerns about the quality of instruction and impact on students (Cavanaugh et 

al., 2009).  Understanding and addressing issues and concerns that school administrators 

perceived as barriers to implementation were critically valuable to the overall success of 

efforts to expand K-12 online learning opportunities.  

Implications for Action 

The examination of the status of online education in Northeastern Pennsylvania 

K-12 public schools, as well as administrators’ perceived importance of and barriers to 

online and blended learning, should help administrators in planning, implementing, and 

monitoring online and blended learning efforts. This study provided information for 

district leaders and district wide teams seeking baseline data on online and blended 

learning programs. Furthermore, the study identified areas of importance in developing 

and maintaining online and blended learning environments and key barriers to avoid prior 
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to implementation.  The data collected should assist in context-specific planning for 

district administrators.   

Looking at the data from the previous national studies of K-12 public school 

administrators, which utilized the reliable, validated instrument, Picciano’s and Seaman‘s 

2007 study analysis data set contained 366 records, representing 2% of all school districts 

of interest (N = 16,098). Responses were received from school districts in 44 states. 

Picciano’s and Seaman‘s 2009 study analysis data set contained 867 records, representing 

5.4% of all school districts of interest (N = 16,098). Responses were received from school 

districts in all 50 states plus the District of Columbia. 

 In conducting the 2007 and 2009 surveys, Picciano and Seaman determined there 

needed to be a separation of online from blended learning, which is sufficiently different 

in its planning and delivery. In the absence of any standard definitions for online and 

blended learning, the following definitions used by Picciano and Seaman (2007) for the 

Sloan Consortium studies were adopted: “blended course – 30% to 79% of content is 

online, with some face-to-face instruction; fully online course - at least 80% of seat time 

is replaced by online activity” (p. 2). 

Table 8 provides a summary of the extent of online courses reported in Picciano 

and Seaman‘s 2007 and 2009 national studies and reflects that 57.9% and 69.8% of 

districts, respectively, had students enrolled in online courses. In 2007, 24.5%, and in 

2009, 12.3% of districts did not have any students enrolled in online courses but planned 

to have at least one student take an online course within the next three years. 
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Table 8 
 
 Extent of Online Courses, 2005-2006 and 2007-2008 
            
        
                2005-2006        2007-2008   
Extent Online            n    Percent      n        Percent  
At least one student          210      57.9               600        69.8 
No students/plans            89                24.5               106        12.3 
No students/no plans            64      17.6               154        17.9 
Missing             03          0.0      07          0.0 
Total            366       100    867      100.0 
             
 

Approximately 71% of the school district administrators in the current study 

reported they had at least one student who had taken and online course and an additional 

13.5% did not have any students enrolled in an online class but planned to have at least 

one student take an online course within the next three years.  This represents an increase 

over the 2007 and 2009 national studies of districts currently offering online courses and 

those who planned to have at least one student take an online course within the next three 

years. With K-12 public school districts in Northeastern Pennsylvania continuing to 

establish online and blended learning programs, it is vital for administrators to reduce the 

number of barriers to implementation and embrace the importance of online and blended 

learning as a means to meeting the needs of students competing in a global society. 

The survey instrument collected data on administrators’ perceived importance for 

a school district to offer online or blended courses. The 7-point Likert scale used in the 

survey was re-coded into a 3-point scale—1 and 2 were collapsed into 1 (not important), 

3 to 5 were collapsed into 2 (neutral)l, and 6 and 7 were collapsed into 3 (important)—

for comparison to Picciano’s and Seaman’s 2007 and 2009 national studies. 

Approximately sixty-five percent of the respondents selected “Offering courses not 
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otherwise available at the school” as the most important reason for offering online and/or 

blended courses. 

 Table 9 provides a summary of the Picciano’s and Seaman’s 2005-2006 rankings 

for the importance of offering fully online or blended courses and reflects that 76.0% of 

the respondents selected “Offering courses not otherwise available at the school” as the 

most important reason for offering online and/or blended courses.  

Table 9 
 
 Importance of Online and Blended Courses, 2005-2006 
            
      
Reasons           Not Important    Neutral    Important  
 
Students prefer online course activities      12.2%      75.3%        12.5% 
 
Online and blended offerings are pedagogically     17.4%      68.8%        13.8%   
more beneficial 
   
Online and blended offerings are financially      12.8%               62.8%       24.4% 
beneficial 
 
Courses address growing populations and                  21.9%              52.4%       25.7% 
 limited space   
   
Certified teachers are not available for traditional       20.1%              50.7%       29.2% 
face-to-face instruction 
   
Permits students who failed a course           8.0%              38.2%       53.8% 
to take it again   
 
Reduces scheduling conflicts for students         5.5%              38.7%       55.8% 
 
Offer Advanced Placement or  college-level courses        5.5%              26.2%        68.3% 
 
Meets the needs of specific groups of students        1.1%              24.2%        74.7% 
 
Offer courses not otherwise available at the school        3.6%       20.4%        76.0%  
             
Note. Scale values were as follows: 1 and 2 are not important, 3 to 5 are neutral, and 6 
and 7 are important. 
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Additionally, the summary ranking in Table 10 identifies “Offering courses not 

otherwise available at the school” as the most important reason for offering online and/or 

blended courses in Picciano’s and Seaman’s 2007-2008 survey.   

Table 10 
 
 Importance of Online and Blended Courses, 2007-2008 
      
Reasons           Not Important    Neutral    Important  
 
Students prefer online course activities      16.8%      43.3%        40.0% 
 
Online and blended offerings are pedagogically     14.9%      67.0%        18.1%   
more beneficial 
   
Online and blended offerings are financially      11.0%               58.9%        30.2% 
beneficial 
 
Courses address growing populations and                 18.1%               49.8%        32.2% 
limited space   
   
Certified teachers are not available for traditional      11.3%               71.1%        17.7% 
face-to-face instruction 
   
Permits students who failed a course         6.5%                 33.6%       60.0% 
to take it again   
 
Reduces scheduling conflicts for students       6.6%                 39.4%       54.0% 
 
Offer Advanced Placement or  college-level courses      6.3%                 26.3%       67.4% 
 
Meets the needs of specific groups of students      2.1%                 22.7%       75.2% 
 
Offer courses not otherwise available at the school      4.7%       19.2%        76.1% 
             
Note. Scale values were as follows: 1 and 2 are not important, 3 to 5 are neutral, and 6 
and 7 are important. 
 

Across all three studies, “offering courses not otherwise available at the school” 

ranked first at 76.0% (2007), 76.1% (2009), and 64.4% (2013). Although there was an 

11.6% difference between the national study and the 2013 Northeastern Pennsylvania 
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study, the importance ranked second was “meeting the needs of specific groups of 

students” at 74.7% (2007), 75.2% (2009), and 63.3% signifying that the study results 

were considered in relation to the results of the Picciano’s and Seaman’s (2007, 2009) 

studies but applicable to a different population.  

The survey instrument also collected data about barriers that school districts faced 

in developing and providing online and blended learning opportunities for their students.  

For purposes of presentation, the 7-point Likert scale used in the survey was re-coded 

into a 3-point scale (1 = not important, 2 = neutral, and 3 = important). Nearly forty-nine 

percent of the respondents selected “Concerns about course quality”	as the most 

frequently named barrier to offering online and/or blended courses. 

Table 11 provides a summary of the ranking of barriers to offering online and 

blended courses across Picciano’s and Seaman’s 2007 and 2009 national studies and this 

2013 study of Northeastern Pennsylvania districts, and reflects that “Concerns about 

course quality”	was selected as important most frequently of the barriers to offering 

online and/or blended courses. 
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Table 11  
 
Barriers to Offering Online and Blended Courses across Studies 
             
 
Barrier       2007  2009  2013  
 
Course development and/or purchasing costs  42.9%  48.0%  31.1% 
 
Limited technological infrastructure to support  15.0%  23.8%  18.9% 
distance education 
 
Concerns about course quality   51.1%  48.6%  48.9%   
  
Restrictive state or local laws/policies  18.1%  20.0%  16.6% 
 
The need for teacher training    36.3%  37.5%  38.9% 
   
Concerns about receiving funding based on   39.9%  43.8%  35.5% 
student attendance for fully online and/or  
blended education courses          
             
 

The results of the study have direct implications for research through informing 

district policy development for online and blended learning in Northeastern Pennsylvania 

K-12 public schools. Even though administrators expressed a desire to expand their 

programs, they need assistance with course development, quality measures, and policy. 

Specifically, policy to support planning, implementing, and monitoring diverse variations 

of district online and blended education. Policies should provide the structure and broad 

guidelines for online and blended programs. The process of creating those policies will 

require district teams and stakeholders to discuss critical issues, and in doing so, further 

clarify the program vision and how it is implemented (iNACOL, 2010). Reflective 

leaders should inform policy development for access and equity, teacher-related 

preparation, curriculum and instruction, and student-related policies.   
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Recommendations for Future Research 

 Participation of this study was targeted to administrators in three Intermediate 

Units in K-12 public schools in Northeastern Pennsylvania.  Because many districts did 

not return letters of agreement to participate in the study, the findings are limited.  Future 

research is necessary to determine whether the same results would be obtained with more 

possible participants.  In addition, the following areas are targets for future research: 

 Are there differences in the status of online and blended learning among districts 

in all Intermediate Units throughout the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania?  

 Are there differences in administrators’ perceptions on the importance of and 

barriers to online and blended learning among private, Catholic or charter 

schools?  

 Is further modification of the survey instrument from Picciano and Seaman 

necessary to identify changing barriers to implementation of online and blended 

learning? 

 Is there any significance between the age of the administrator surveyed and their 

perception on the importance of online and blended learning? 

 Is there any significance between the nature of the online or blended course 

offering and the administrators’ perception?  If so, how does this significance 

impact policy development?   

 Does the method of providing online and blended courses significantly impact the 

perceived importance of or barriers to implementing online and blended learning? 
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Summary 

The purpose of this study was to examine the nature and extent of online 

education in Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 public schools, as well as administrators’ 

perceived importance of and barriers to online and blended learning. K-12 public school 

administrators’ perspectives regarding future implementation efforts were examined and 

formed the basis of recommendations for the forming of district-wide teams engaged in 

the planning and implementation of online and blended learning, online learning policy, 

and future study.  

A mixed methods concurrent, pragmatic research design utilized a validated open- 

and closed-ended-question survey instrument to collect data. The survey was designed 

and used in the studies K-12 Online Learning: A Survey of U.S. School District 

Administrators (2007) and K-12 Online Learning: A 2008 Follow-up of the Survey of 

U.S. School District Administrators (2009), both written by Anthony G. Picciano and Jeff 

Seaman and published by the Sloan Consortium. Permission to utilize the instrument was 

granted by Picciano and Seaman.  

An e-mail explaining the purpose of the study with an invitation to participate was 

sent to all eligible K-12 public school administrators (N = 167) from schools that 

forwarded a letter of agreement to participate in the study. There were a total of 98 

responses for a response rate of 59%.  

The research study sought to answer the following research questions:  

1. What is the status of online and blended learning in Northeastern Pennsylvania K-

12 public schools as described by school and district administrators?  
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2. What is the perceived importance of online and blended learning by 

administrators in K-12 public schools in Northeastern Pennsylvania? 

3. What do administrators in Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 public schools 

identify as barriers to implementation of online and blended learning? 

The invitation included a link to the online survey hosted by SurveyMonkey.  The 

first question within the survey obtained the administrators’ consent to participate in the 

research study. The survey link did not include any identifying information of the 

administrators who completed the survey. Undelivered e-mails were recorded by the 

researcher and addressed through written correspondences in future contacts. 

Administrators were given three weeks to complete the electronic survey. A 

second e-mail and a letter generated from a merge of the researcher’s database were sent 

after 10 days, thanking those who completed the survey and reminding those who did not 

complete the survey. A third request was sent after 17 days.  

Once the prescribed timeframe for completion of the survey expired, the 

researcher reviewed the research questions and determined which data to incorporate into 

the analysis process. Common themes associated with the research questions represented 

consistency of coding and confirmed the reliability of the instrument and the results.  The 

quantitative data provided descriptive data reflecting administrators’ perceptions, and the 

qualitative data provided clarification and implications for further study. The data 

provided by each of the methods was analyzed side by side after tabulated in SPSS to 

allow the quantitative results to support, clarify, and confirm the qualitative results.    

    Descriptive statistics and frequencies were calculated on all quantitative data.  

Qualitative data was numerically coded in an Excel spreadsheet. Comments were read 
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twice prior to making any notations regarding questions. Each comment was assigned the 

number of the research question to which it is best aligned. Comments that applied to 

more than one research question were assigned the number of each research question. 

Comments not aligned to a research question and that provided an unexpected finding 

were labeled with a zero. As possible, the researcher identified discrete ideas, concepts, 

events, and experiences that were incorporated in the data.   

The findings reveal that of the responding Northeastern Pennsylvania K-12 public 

school districts administrators (N = 98), 70.8% of schools in Intermediate Units #18, #19, 

and #20 had students take online courses during the 2013-2014 school year, and another 

13.5% planned to introduce them over the next 3 years. In addition, responding 

administrators reported that 49.5% had students take blended courses and another 26.3% 

planned to introduce them over the next 3 years. The nature of the online and blended 

course offerings vary from district to district, with 30.6% of the online courses offered as 

required and elective courses, while blended learning offerings tend to be electives at 

30.8%. 

Additionally, the study analyzed the administrators’ perceived importance of and 

barriers to fully online and blended learning.  A summary of the responses on the 

importance of offering fully online or blended courses reflects that 64.4% of the 

respondents selected “Offering courses not otherwise available at the school” as the most 

important reason for offering online and/or blended courses.  Moreover, the ranking of 

barriers to offering online and blended courses indicates that 48.9% of the respondents 

selected “Concerns about course quality”	as the most frequently named barrier to offering 

online and/or blended courses.  The results from the 2013 study are consistent with the 
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findings of the 2007 and 2009 national studies of Picciano and Seaman which compare to 

the findings of Watson (2008) and the USDOE reports of 2007 and 2010. 

Moreover, the examination of the status of online education in Northeastern 

Pennsylvania K-12 public schools, as well as administrators’ perceived importance of and 

barriers to online and blended learning, should help administrators in planning, 

implementing, and monitoring online and blended learning efforts. This study provided 

information for district leaders and district wide teams seeking baseline data on online 

and blended learning programs. Furthermore, the study identified areas of importance in 

developing and maintaining online and blended learning environments and key barriers to 

avoid prior to implementation.   
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Appendix I 

Quantitative Data Pertinent to Research Questions in SPSS 

7.  Do students in your district take any fully online courses during the school year? 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid At least one student took a 

fully online course 
68 69.4 70.8 70.8

No students took online 

courses, but the district plans 

to offer some within the next 

three years 

13 13.3 13.5 84.4

No students took online 

courses, and there are no 

district plans to offer any in 

the next three years 

15 15.3 15.6 100.0

Total 96 98.0 100.0  

Missing System 2 2.0   

Total 98 100.0   

 
 

 

8.  Do any students in your district take any blended learning courses during the school year? 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid At least one student took a 

fully online course 
47 48.0 49.5 49.5

No students took online 

courses, but the district plans 

to offer some within the next 

three years 

25 25.5 26.3 75.8

No students took online 

courses, and there are no 

district plans to offer any in 

the next three years 

23 23.5 24.2 100.0

Total 95 96.9 100.0  

Missing System 3 3.1   

Total 98 100.0   
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9a.  Online and blended offerings are pedagogically more beneficial 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Not at all 5 5.1 5.6 5.6 

2 9 9.2 10.0 15.6 

3 12 12.2 13.3 28.9 

Neutral 38 38.8 42.2 71.1 

5 12 12.2 13.3 84.4 

6 11 11.2 12.2 96.7 

Very important 3 3.1 3.3 100.0 

Total 90 91.8 100.0  

Missing System 8 8.2   

Total 98 100.0   

 
 
 
 

 

9b. Addressing growing populations and limited space 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Not at all 13 13.3 14.4 14.4 

2 5 5.1 5.6 20.0 

3 6 6.1 6.7 26.7 

Neutral 25 25.5 27.8 54.4 

5 17 17.3 18.9 73.3 

6 20 20.4 22.2 95.6 

Very important 4 4.1 4.4 100.0 

Total 90 91.8 100.0  

Missing System 8 8.2   

Total 98 100.0   
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9c. Online and blended offerings are financially beneficial 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Not at all 4 4.1 4.4 4.4 

2 2 2.0 2.2 6.7 

3 4 4.1 4.4 11.1 

Neutral 22 22.4 24.4 35.6 

5 25 25.5 27.8 63.3 

6 26 26.5 28.9 92.2 

Very important 7 7.1 7.8 100.0 

Total 90 91.8 100.0  

Missing System 8 8.2   

Total 98 100.0   

 
 
 
 

 

9d. Students prefer online course activities 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Not at all 3 3.1 3.3 3.3 

2 6 6.1 6.7 10.0 

3 11 11.2 12.2 22.2 

Neutral 32 32.7 35.6 57.8 

5 18 18.4 20.0 77.8 

6 16 16.3 17.8 95.6 

Very important 4 4.1 4.4 100.0 

Total 90 91.8 100.0  

Missing System 8 8.2   

Total 98 100.0   
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9e.  Certified teachers are not available for traditional face-to-face instruction 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Not at all 17 17.3 18.9 18.9 

2 14 14.3 15.6 34.4 

3 13 13.3 14.4 48.9 

Neutral 24 24.5 26.7 75.6 

5 7 7.1 7.8 83.3 

6 9 9.2 10.0 93.3 

Very important 6 6.1 6.7 100.0 

Total 90 91.8 100.0  

Missing System 8 8.2   

Total 98 100.0   

 
 
 
 
 

9f. Offering courses not otherwise available at the school 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Not at all 3 3.1 3.3 3.3 

Neutral 9 9.2 10.0 13.3 

5 20 20.4 22.2 35.6 

6 31 31.6 34.4 70.0 

Very important 27 27.6 30.0 100.0 

Total 90 91.8 100.0  

Missing System 8 8.2   

Total 98 100.0   
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9g. Offering Advanced Placement or college-level courses 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Not at all 5 5.1 5.6 5.6 

2 2 2.0 2.2 7.8 

3 1 1.0 1.1 8.9 

Neutral 17 17.3 18.9 27.8 

5 12 12.2 13.3 41.1 

6 31 31.6 34.4 75.6 

Very important 22 22.4 24.4 100.0 

Total 90 91.8 100.0  

Missing System 8 8.2   

Total 98 100.0   

 
 
 
 
 

9h. Meeting the needs of specific groups of students 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 2 1 1.0 1.1 1.1 

3 1 1.0 1.1 2.2 

Neutral 12 12.2 13.3 15.6 

5 19 19.4 21.1 36.7 

6 27 27.6 30.0 66.7 

Very important 30 30.6 33.3 100.0 

Total 90 91.8 100.0  

Missing System 8 8.2   

Total 98 100.0   
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9i. Reducing scheduling conflicts for students 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Not at all 4 4.1 4.4 4.4 

3 4 4.1 4.4 8.9 

Neutral 22 22.4 24.4 33.3 

5 30 30.6 33.3 66.7 

6 16 16.3 17.8 84.4 

Very important 14 14.3 15.6 100.0 

Total 90 91.8 100.0  

Missing System 8 8.2   

Total 98 100.0   

 
 
 
 
 

9j. Permitting students who failed a course to take it again 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Not at all 3 3.1 3.3 3.3 

2 1 1.0 1.1 4.4 

3 5 5.1 5.6 10.0 

Neutral 10 10.2 11.1 21.1 

5 24 24.5 26.7 47.8 

6 31 31.6 34.4 82.2 

Very important 16 16.3 17.8 100.0 

Total 90 91.8 100.0  

Missing System 8 8.2   

Total 98 100.0   
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10a. Course development and/or purchasing cost 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Not at all 3 3.1 3.3 3.3 

2 7 7.1 7.8 11.1 

3 9 9.2 10.0 21.1 

Neutral 24 24.5 26.7 47.8 

5 19 19.4 21.1 68.9 

6 20 20.4 22.2 91.1 

Very important 8 8.2 8.9 100.0 

Total 90 91.8 100.0  

Missing System 8 8.2   

Total 98 100.0   

 
 
 
 
 

10b. Limited technological infrastructure to support distance education 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Not at all 14 14.3 15.6 15.6 

2 15 15.3 16.7 32.2 

3 7 7.1 7.8 40.0 

Neutral 18 18.4 20.0 60.0 

5 19 19.4 21.1 81.1 

6 11 11.2 12.2 93.3 

Very important 6 6.1 6.7 100.0 

Total 90 91.8 100.0  

Missing System 8 8.2   

Total 98 100.0   
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10c. Concerns about course quality 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Not at all 1 1.0 1.1 1.1 

2 7 7.1 7.8 8.9 

3 6 6.1 6.7 15.6 

Neutral 15 15.3 16.7 32.2 

5 17 17.3 18.9 51.1 

6 25 25.5 27.8 78.9 

Very important 19 19.4 21.1 100.0 

Total 90 91.8 100.0  

Missing System 8 8.2   

Total 98 100.0   

 
 
 
 
 

10d. Restrictive state or local laws/policies 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Not at all 4 4.1 4.4 4.4 

2 10 10.2 11.1 15.6 

3 11 11.2 12.2 27.8 

Neutral 41 41.8 45.6 73.3 

5 9 9.2 10.0 83.3 

6 12 12.2 13.3 96.7 

Very important 3 3.1 3.3 100.0 

Total 90 91.8 100.0  

Missing System 8 8.2   

Total 98 100.0   
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10e. The need for teacher training 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Not at all 2 2.0 2.2 2.2 

2 6 6.1 6.7 8.9 

3 7 7.1 7.8 16.7 

Neutral 19 19.4 21.1 37.8 

5 21 21.4 23.3 61.1 

6 19 19.4 21.1 82.2 

Very important 16 16.3 17.8 100.0 

Total 90 91.8 100.0  

Missing System 8 8.2   

Total 98 100.0   

 
 
 
 
 

10f. Concerns about receiving funding based on student attendance for fully online 

and/or blended education courses  

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Not at all 7 7.1 7.8 7.8 

2 4 4.1 4.4 12.2 

3 5 5.1 5.6 17.8 

Neutral 26 26.5 28.9 46.7 

5 16 16.3 17.8 64.4 

6 22 22.4 24.4 88.9 

Very important 10 10.2 11.1 100.0 

Total 90 91.8 100.0  

Missing System 8 8.2   

Total 98 100.0   
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11a. Nature of the courses that students are taking fully online 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Required Courses 15 15.3 20.8 20.8

Elective courses 21 21.4 29.2 50.0

N/A 14 14.3 19.4 69.4

Both Required and Elective 

Courses 
22 22.4 30.6 100.0

Total 72 73.5 100.0  

Missing System 26 26.5   

Total 98 100.0   

 
 
 
 
 

11b.Nature of the courses that students are taking in a blended learning environment 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Required Courses 8 8.2 12.3 12.3

Elective courses 20 20.4 30.8 43.1

N/A 29 29.6 44.6 87.7

Both Required and Elective 

Courses 
8 8.2 12.3 100.0

Total 65 66.3 100.0  

Missing System 33 33.7   

Total 98 100.0   
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Appendix J 

Qualitative Data Spreadsheet 

 

 



124 
 

 

 

 

 



125 
 

 

 
 

 


