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Audrey Leigh Taylor
FROM DESIGN TO DELIVERY: A CASE STUDY OF EDUCATOR AGENCY,
EXPERIENCE, AND STRUCTURAL TENSIONS IN A FRAMEWORK-DRIVEN
CREDIT RECOVERY PROGRAM REDESIGN

This case study examines a credit recovery redesign initiative within an urban
school district, exploring how a layered framework, integrating the community of inquiry
(Col) and culturally responsive and sustaining pedagogy (CRSP), impacts the teaching
and learning environment for racially marginalized students. The study addresses the
critical need for a more equitable approach to online credit recovery, which has
historically been a racialized space lacking in digital and curricular equity.

Through participant observation and interviews with course designers and
instructors, the research investigates educators’ perceptions and evolving self-efficacy as
they implement this new approach. The findings reveal a significant misalignment
between the initiative's goals and its implementation, primarily due to systemic barriers
such as unclear communication, a lack of resources, and insufficient professional
development. These challenges led to a reversion to traditional, compliance-based
teaching models and a decline in teacher self-efficacy, despite the educators' dedication to
equity. The findings underscore the urgent need for stronger institutional support and
high-quality, sustained professional development. Ultimately, the study concludes that

even the most well-intentioned, equity-focused frameworks risk becoming superficial
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
Positionality

As an elder millennial, I can track the evolution of computers in education
alongside my classroom experiences as a student and teacher. From computer labs and
typing classes in elementary and secondary school to my very own desktop computer in
college, the only one among my five roommates. As I entered the classroom as a teacher,
I saw laptop carts eventually give way to one-to-one devices. While a middle school
social studies teacher, I was considered an early adopter, someone who was willing to
give new technology a try. This reputation led to me being approached in 2012 to teach
social studies part-time for my district’s newly created virtual school and eventually
accepting a dual role as a technology coach for my building.

The district for which I have spent the last 18 years working differs significantly
from the one in which I grew up. I attended a small Midwestern suburban school with
little diversity and even less discussion of race. In Playing in the Dark, Toni Morrison
(1992) uses the analogy of whiteness as a goldfish bowl to explain the invisibility of the
system of White norms that perpetuates racism, a system that I was raised within. This
was expounded upon by Nye (2017) who explained that “for a person who sees
themselves as white, being white and what that means is as invisible and as fundamental
to them as the water that a fish swims within, and the bowl that contains its world”
(Editor’s note section). For most of my life, | was unaware of my whiteness and the
privileges that came with that identity; it would be years before I would begin to see the

fishbowl.



The bowl began to take shape when, after attending suburban elementary,
secondary, and post-secondary institutions, I went to work for one of the biggest
metropolitan school districts in the state. Though this district was only 20 miles away
from the one I attended, I quickly realized that I lacked an understanding of the nature of
urban schooling and the community I would serve.

The district consists of 16,000 students and 2,300 staff. The demographic makeup
of the school district’s student population is 35.5% Black, 28.7% Latine, 28.8% White,
and 6.1% Multiracial. Seventy-six percent of the students qualify for free/reduced lunch,
and the district receives Title I funds. Title I is a federal program created to address
educational inequalities and to improve academic outcomes for students from
low-income backgrounds by providing funds to schools with high percentages of children
from low-income families (Riddle, 1996). Additionally, across the district, our families
speak about 75 different languages. Over 2,000 students are supported by the Language
Assistance Program, a state-level initiative to provide language support to students with
limited English proficiency. The diverse makeup of the school district, both
racially/ethnically and socioeconomically, makes the issues of educational equity
particularly pertinent.

The early years of my teaching career in this district are best described as
well-intentioned. Like many nice, well-intentioned, middle-class, open-minded White
ladies, I believed that I could not be guilty of racism or bias (DiAngelo, 2018). I have
come to understand that “well-intentioned white people perpetuate and recreate white

supremacy, often without knowing that they do so,” and my White ignorance was likely



detrimental to my students of color (Applebaum, 2016, White Supremacy and the System
of Privilege section).

My well-intentioned school district may have compounded that detriment as we
embraced writings that were an echo chamber of assumptions and stereotypes. For
example, in my second year, I took part in a professional development that was a book
study of Ruby Payne’s 4 Framework for Understanding Poverty (2005). Payne’s
racialization of poverty, blanket generalizations about poor students, and questionable
scientific merit led us, and probably many others, to blame our students for failing when
we were failing them. Payne’s framework was accepted by the mostly White
middle-class teaching staff at my school, including me, as revelatory, sending us down a
path of deficit thinking that is only now, 13 years later, starting to be corrected.
According to a critique by Valencia (2010), in the deficit thinking model, “the student
who fails in school does so because of his/her internal defects or deficiencies. Such
deficits manifest, adherents allege, in limited intellectual abilities, linguistic
shortcomings, lack of motivation to learn, and immoral behavior” (p. 7). Valencia’s
critique was my first awareness of critically examining pedagogical frameworks. My
district has since committed itself to diversity, equity, and inclusion. Embracing the
writings of Gloria Ladson-Billings and Zaretta Hammond, they have worked to
implement a culturally responsive pedagogy through the district equity team to ensure
that our instructional decisions are aligned with evidence-based practices and our
community needs. As a newer teacher to the district, I was not yet aware of the work the
district equity team was undertaking, and it would take a national tragedy for me to begin

to pay attention.



The murder of Trayvon Martin was a pivotal moment that opened my eyes to
racial issues I had previously had the privilege to ignore. The tragic death of a young man
who looked like many of my students led to national discourse on systemic injustice and
inequality. That discourse extended into the teacher’s lounge, where I was challenged to
reevaluate my own beliefs, assumptions, and privilege as I engaged in difficult
conversations about race and racism with friends and colleagues. One argument [
remember with great clarity was when a White teacher said, “[Martin] should have just
done as he was told.” Looking back, that is when I began to reflect on the high value
placed on compliance within urban education and to wonder how my school, and I, were
contributing to the systemic nature of racism and White supremacy. As the Black Lives
Matter movement grew, I continued to be dismayed by the prejudices exhibited by some
of my colleagues but found myself often too uncomfortable to speak up. This discomfort
catalyzed my journey toward greater awareness, empathy, and advocacy for racial equity
and social justice.

Not long after, I was invited to join the district equity team, contributing to my
awareness and growth related to equity, cultural competence, and anti-racism. This
awareness helped to develop my critical consciousness through critical reflection. I
became more vigilant, expanding my understanding of societal inequalities and the
experiences of marginalized communities and taking more accountability for my biases
and privileges. Vigilance is necessary for social justice (Applebaum, 2016), and it
contributed to my critical motivation and built my capacity for advocacy and critical

action. This vigilance led me to the Urban Education Studies (UES) doctoral program.



My acceptance to UES happened to coincide with the outbreak of the COVID-19
pandemic.

The abrupt eruption of COVID-19 school closures exposed the inequity in digital
access and digital literacy within my school. The district was foremost concerned with
physical access, though we were already a one-to-one district, we could do little to help
students who did not have access to the internet at home. Additionally, they rolled out a
professional development plan that offered optional sessions to teachers. These sessions
were limited to the basics of the learning management system (LMS) and overviews of
educational technology (EdTech) tools. These interventions were intended to enable
instructors to pivot to online teaching. However, without sufficient support for addressing
the digital skills gap among teachers, many struggled to effectively utilize these resources
in their instructional practices.

My institution’s uncritical adoption of digital technology and pedagogy was
repeating the same mistake we had previously made with Payne’s poverty framework.
When we initially moved online, we did not establish online curricula. We did not discuss
what existing knowledge was needed or already possessed by students and staff to move
forward with online learning. We also did not discuss what was required to create an
equitable online learning environment. Lastly, after the initial survival mode of
COVID-19, we didn’t discuss the persistence of online learning at our school. We
therefore did not acknowledge the increasingly apparent disproportionate redistribution
of students from certain racial populations to alternative online programs.

Post-COVID shutdown, eLearning models continue to be implemented across the

district. There are asynchronous programs for credit recovery, both remote through the



virtual school and onsite through the credit recovery program. The credit recovery
program has become a significant focus in my newest role as my institution’s digital
integration specialist. In this role, I was invited to collaborate on an online learning
initiative called Credit Recovery Redesign.

Credit Recovery Redesign Initiative

Credit recovery courses are designed for students “who have been unsuccessful in
other curricular modes of instruction” (Smith, 2014, p. 3). These courses provide an
opportunity for students to earn the necessary credits for graduation. Over the last decade,
our district has utilized online platforms for these courses. However, the recent decision
to adopt a new district-wide LMS prompted an evaluation of the current online credit
recovery model. This evaluation revealed several issues.

Students enrolled in credit recovery courses complete work in learning labs
during the regular school day, monitored by a certified teacher. However, teachers
licensed in the content, working part-time, are responsible for grading the students’
assignments. Without access to an in-person content teacher, the students are primarily in
charge of their learning. The lack of instructional support for students is just one of the
limitations of the Credit Recovery Program.

Another major limitation of the credit recovery courses is the lack of systematic
processes for assessing students’ knowledge and skills. Regardless of their prior
knowledge and capabilities, every student follows the same path through the courses.
This single-path approach prevents opportunities for differentiation and can lead to
disengagement (Di Michele Lalor, 2020). This issue arises because the courses were

originally designed for, and have been borrowed from, a different program.



Another limitation is that the credit recovery curriculum is borrowed from the
district’s virtual school without modification. Completely asynchronous, the district’s
virtual school is a remote option open to students statewide. The courses used by the
virtual school and the credit recovery courses were created by licensed teachers hired to
migrate their in-person curriculum into the digital space with little guidance and no
framework. As one of the virtual school part-time teachers, I developed the middle school
social studies courses. Like many others, I simply transferred what I was doing in class
into the LMS platform. Students are primarily left on their own as they navigate through
slide decks of information, videos from YouTube, and automatically graded quizzes.
Contributing to this limitation is that the borrowed curricula are not routinely updated and
do not reflect changes in standards or curriculum adoption. The result is a content
delivery model where compliance is equated with success and little thought is given to
equitable access to the curriculum (Morris & Stommel, 2018). These curriculum
deficiencies lead to a knowledge gap that hinders the transferability of their skills to a
traditional classroom, increasing the likelihood of remaining in credit recovery courses.

Finally, the last limitation noted in the reevaluation of the credit recovery program
was that it did not allow for data disaggregation. For reporting purposes, it was
impossible to pull out nuanced data related to student demographics, course enrollment,
and even credits recovered. This lack of data caused a critical gap in the district-level
understanding of the overall effectiveness of the credit recovery program. Without data
on the overall effectiveness, it’s hard to identify areas for curricular improvement and

online teacher efficacy. Hence, in our new program implementation, we intentionally



focus on a comprehensive analysis of student performance, demographic trends, and the
effectiveness of the overall program.

The reevaluation of the online credit recovery program in preparation for the
transition to the new LMS exposed several concerns. Concerns included the absence of a
content-specialized licensed teacher and the reduction of the teacher from an educator to
a monitor. Additionally, the curriculum itself was disconnected from current curricular
materials and standards. The credit recovery curricula lacked an intentional focus on
accessibility, particularly for English language learners. Moreover, the current process
did not honor the knowledge and skills that students already had. Overall, the program
was deficit-based, inequitable, inaccessible, and insufficient. Yet, the extent of these
limitations is challenging to assess due to the lack of data.

The credit recovery redesign initiative seeks to overcome these limitations in
designing and implementing the credit recovery courses, as shown in Table 1.

Table 1

Programmatic Differences

Feature Previous Program New Program
Program No guiding framework Structured framework, guided
Framework provided implementation
Course Design  Full courses borrowed from an  Custom-designed for credit
online school, designed for recovery, focused on priority
credit accrual standards
Instructional Asynchronous learning in a lab  Blended learning model in
Model setting classrooms
Student Students in the lab worked on ~ Students grouped by course,
Grouping different courses learning together
independently

Table continues



Feature Previous Program New Program

Teacher Role Monitored students; grading Content-area teachers facilitate,
done by a different teacher grade, and support students
directly
Instructional Provided remotely Provided in-person with
Support opportunities for collaboration
Course None Students could test out of modules
Flexibility then progress based on prior
knowledge

The initiative is focused on designing courses to align with state standards and adopted
curricula. The initiative aims to incorporate an evidence-based eLearning framework for
successful online course design, layered with a culturally responsive and sustaining
pedagogy (CRSP). The redesigned courses give students opportunities to demonstrate
their proficiency, helping educators identify areas for improvement while honoring
students’ existing knowledge. Additionally, the initiative implements a blended learning
model, giving students access to a teacher licensed in the content and a community of
learners to engage with.
Intersection of Experience and Research

The current credit recovery program faces several critical weaknesses. First, there
is a notable absence of instructional support, leaving students without necessary
guidance. Second, the reliance on borrowed, outdated curricula hinders the effectiveness
of teaching materials. Additionally, the lack of systematic processes for assessing
students’ knowledge and skills limits the ability to gauge learning outcomes accurately.
Lastly, the absence of data disaggregation prevents an accurate identification of specific

areas of concern or success.



The initiative aims to create credit recovery courses that are asset-based,
accessible, and equitable. This case study endeavored to conduct a comprehensive
analysis of the initiative as the participants sought to address the existing limitations of
the current program. This study investigated the impact of integrating eLearning with
culturally responsive and sustaining frameworks into online credit recovery courses,
focusing on how this redesign influences racially marginalized students’ teaching and
learning environment. Central to this inquiry are educators’ perceptions of implementing
a layered approach to online course design with marginalized students in mind. The study
also explored how instructors’ perspectives and self-efficacy evolve toward developing
equitable blended learning environments. To address the issues in the credit recovery
program, there first needs to be an understanding of the larger issues with technology and
learning as they relate to online credit recovery programs, specifically digital and
curricular equity, and their impact on racially marginalized students.

Background: Technology and Learning

Even before computers became a fixture in classrooms, educators saw the
potential of technology to offer new means for teaching and learning. A 1997 study on
the impact of a technology-rich environment noted that technology funding had
“reshaped the directions of K—12 schools and redefined education at all levels”
(Meghabghab & Price, 1997, p. 137). While Meghabghab and Price noted the advantages
of information access, increased potential of instruction, and student engagement, they
also took note of the barriers, namely training, access, funding, and infrastructure (1997).

As education technology has progressed, educators and developers have addressed some
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barriers, while new ones have emerged, many of which came to light during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

The forced shift to remote, digitally enabled learning during the pandemic
resulted in a 99% increase in EdTech usage as educators now use digital instructional
materials daily as part of an eLearning curriculum (Howarth, 2022). Four years
post-pandemic, students have by and large returned to the classroom. However, the
pandemic and our adoption of eLearning models have redefined education in many ways.
One-third of K—12 school systems retained their online options, and many teachers
continue to utilize a blended model of online and in-person instruction. Before the
pandemic, less than half of K—12 teachers assigned coursework online. Currently, 60% of
teachers continue to integrate online assignments (Howarth, 2022, K—12 EdTech
Statistics section).

Due to this wide acceptance, eLearning has already become mythic, accepted, and
unquestioned in these few short years, as Postman (1998) describes in his discussion of
how technologies become embedded in culture without critical examination. Therefore, it
is essential that we critically examine the role of technology in education, best practices
for technology implementation, and technology’s impact on racially marginalized
students, especially in spaces like credit recovery, where they have been further
marginalized.

Credit Recovery

Credit recovery courses are designed for students to make up for courses they did

not complete due to a failing grade, an extended illness, or other circumstances. The

history of credit recovery offerings can be traced back to the No Child Left Behind
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legislation of 2001. The national graduation rate of public schools in the year 2000
ranged from 53%—-69% (Greene, 2002), underscoring the importance of programs that
could potentially lead to higher rates. Initial methods often involved repeating courses
during summer school, which was punitive and limited (Smith, 2014). As technology has
advanced, online options have become more widespread. According to the U.S.
Department of Education (USDOE; 2018), 89% of high schools nationwide offer at least
one credit recovery course, 71% of which are provided to students online, and 46% of
which follow the blended model. Few rigorous studies have explicitly focused on online
course design and the effectiveness of these courses on credit recovery toward high
school graduation, particularly with a focus on racially marginalized students. This study
fills this gap by conducting a case study of a credit recovery redesign initiative to see how
the new courses impact the teaching and learning environment for racially marginalized
students.
Online Credit Recovery Programs

Online courses are often delivered through an LMS. LMSs have been around for
decades, but the pandemic accelerated their use at the secondary level. They have
redefined instructional delivery and significantly impacted the educational ecosystem. As
0f 2021, “99% of educational institutions provide LMS and educational technology
support to their students” (Fry, 2022, para. 5). The concern with the LMS, as raised by
EdTech scholar Audrey Watters (2014), is that online courses fall into the trap of
programmed instruction and that “rather than seeing learning as a process of human
inquiry or discovery or connection, the focus becomes instead on content delivery”

(p. 58). When the management of the LMS is the focus rather than the learning, then we

12



are measuring compliance rather than attaining outcomes as “usage becomes engagement
and engagement gets equated with successful learning and expert teaching” (Morris &
Stommel, 2018, p. 93). The danger is the automation of learning, contributing to the
“accusations against online education as being credit mills and places of reduced
expectations” (Smith, 2014, p. 17). This is particularly concerning when considering
online credit recovery programs, as we end up sacrificing an equitable educational
experience for course credits.

Digital Equity

Digital equity is an extension of educational equity, and the education technology
that is implemented needs to be critically examined to see what perspectives are being
valued and what harm is being done (Postman, 1998). Education technology is a
$340 billion industry (Howarth, 2022). It is essential to recognize that “those who control
our technologies influence the information we have access to, and therefore have access
to social, political, and economic power” (Domine, 2010, p. 152). It is to the industry’s
benefit to maintain that power, and if we unquestioningly accept technology as neutral or
without bias, we end up reproducing and amplifying existing prejudices (Benjamin,
2019). So, rather than being a solution to equity issues, technology hides inequity, and we
cannot achieve equity by ignoring inequity (Gorski, 2016).

Digital equity cannot be divorced from educational equity because “our models
and our theories and our practices in education shape and are shaped by the technologies
we use” (Watters, 2014, p. 98) and, in turn, shape the technologies we choose. So, we
must turn a critical eye to inequities that have arisen in education technology, those that

were uncovered and those that were caused.

13



Physical Access

An essential component of eLearning is physical access to devices and internet
connectivity. Over four million households in the U.S. do not have regular access to
computers, and “of the households that do have access, 60% received a computer from
their child’s school” (Howarth, 2022, K—12 EdTech Statistics section). Indiana is 23rd in
the rankings of internet coverage (BroadbandNow, 2024). In Indianapolis, about 15% of
households do not have an internet subscription for reasons generally attributed to the
monthly service costs, cost of computers, and lack of digital literacy (Dulin, 2023).
However, evidence suggests this lack of access is occurring for reasons outside the
family’s control, as intentional digital redlining has left lower-income urban communities
without the necessary infrastructure. This digital redlining means that “low-income and
historically minority communities” have been “overlooked for investment opportunities
for decades [and] that precedent continues in broadband infrastructure deployment” (Next
Century Cities, 2021). Communications Workers of America and the National Digital
Inclusion Alliance (2020) reported that AT&T prioritized wealthier areas and has not
equitably deployed the fiber optics crucial to broadband access. This digital redlining
increases digital inequity as it disproportionately affects communities of learners already
labeled the least likely to succeed in the United States, like those in urban districts
(Bessette, 2023). It also further increases the digital divide or “the gap between
demographics and regions that have access to modern information and communications
technology, and those that don’t have access” (Mahto, 2020, para. 4). The digital divide
leads to digital exclusion that contributes to social exclusion (Reisdorf & Rhinesmith,

2020, p. 133). This exclusion results in the silencing of the voices and experiences of
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those who have been historically marginalized. This inequity manifests within the
curriculum.
Curricular Access

Digital equity extends beyond physical access to devices and the internet. Across
the educational landscape, there is currently inequitable access to meaningful,
high-quality, and culturally relevant content delivered by educators who know how to
effectively use digital tools and resources and can apply digital technologies to enhance
learning (Resta & Laferriere, 2008). In a 2010 study on teacher values and beliefs
associated with using technology, researchers found that “teachers tended to use
technology to support and improve their existing practices” and that “teacher beliefs have
more influence on teacher practice than teacher knowledge” (Ottenbriet-Leftwich et al,
2010, pp. 1321-1322). This is particularly concerning when we pair this with our
understanding of the demographic divide and that schools “continue to become learning
spaces where an increasingly homogeneous teaching population (mostly White, female,
monolingual, and middle class) will interact with a mostly heterogeneous student
population” (Howard, 2010, p. 40). And that those same teachers “have had limited
interactions with students from diverse groups” (Howard, 2010, p. 41). This leads to
teaching practices that are filtered through a White racial frame, which normalizes
whiteness and negatively stereotypes people of color, resulting in a deficit-based
approach to education (Feagin, 2013). In this deficit thinking model, students are blamed
for their failure, which is attributed to deficiencies in their intelligence and their character
(Valencia, 2010). The issue is not only that technology is perpetuating inequity, but that

teachers do so through their choice of tools and how they are utilized. The tools we use
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“send a message of who or what is valued” (Baker-Doyle, 2023, p. 82), and those values
become a part of the hidden curriculum.

When technology and curriculum become interwoven, the “curriculum cannot be
separated from the technologies through which it is mediated” (Domine, 2010, p. 145).
We are encouraged to question our curriculum and what our choices say about whose
knowledge we value and whose interests we serve (Freire, 1970/2020; Nieto, 2009).
Those questions must extend to our technological choices because “every technology
predisposes us to favor and value certain perspectives and accomplishments” (Postman,
1998, p. 5). Just as striving for a fair and accurate curriculum to provide quality school
experiences for all students is vital, we further need to see that it is carried over into
online spaces, especially spaces that are disproportionately populated by students of
color, like credit recovery programs.

Credit Recovery as Racialized Spaces

The argument that students of color have not been well served by our education
system (Ladson-Billings, 1995) is evidenced by the fact that credit recovery programs are
“often highly racialized spaces, comprised mostly of Black and Brown students” (Powell,
2020, p. 784). Many students of color strive for academic success amidst inequitable and
hostile classroom environments (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Research shows that “students
from racially minoritized backgrounds as well as economically disadvantaged students
are more likely to fail courses” (Viano & Henry, 2024, p. 219). Racially marginalized
students also face a disproportionate number of disciplinary actions in U.S. schools and
are overrepresented in special education. Furthermore, achievement gaps correlate with

racial socioeconomic disparities (Stanford Center for Education Policy Analysis, 2012).
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Additionally, “students from lower [socioeconomic status] backgrounds are
over-represented among those absent from school” (Sosu et al., 2021, p. 3). When
considering this research, it is not surprising that credit recovery programs that target
students based on academic performance, attendance problems, staff referrals, and
behavior issues (USDOE, 2018) have an overrepresentation of students of color.

This overrepresentation can be seen as a form of exclusion similar to
warehousing, in which “students whose behavior is deemed inappropriate for mainstream
schools’’ are pushed into an alternative school, where they receive a minimal curriculum
(Dunbar, 1999, pp. 241-242). This reiterates the concern over the subpar curricula
choices often found in online learning spaces, particularly credit-recovery programs
(Powell, 2020). The low quality of the courses contributes to the educational opportunity
gap (Viano & Henry, 2024).

An analysis combining credit recovery data from the Office for Civil Rights with
demographic data from the National Center for Education Statistics indicates that schools
with a greater proportion of students of color, particularly urban schools with higher rates
of poverty and minority enrollment, are more likely to offer credit recovery programs
(Jacobson, 2018). However, in Indiana, a different pattern emerges as “schools with
greater minority enrollment are less likely to have credit recovery programs, but enroll
more students in credit recovery in the schools that have the programs than schools with
less minority enrollment” (Tyner & Munyan-Penney, 2018, p. 94). This contrast suggests
that credit recovery spaces in Indiana, while less accessible overall, become racialized in

their implementation. This raises concerns about how these programs impact racially
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marginalized students within the broader educational landscape. Unfortunately, no better
data is available, raising concerns over the lack of formal guidelines and potential abuse.
Problem Statement

It is a concern that credit recovery programs are racialized spaces that lack digital
and curricular equity and rely heavily on a content delivery model that creates a learning
environment that does not extend beyond an LMS. By taking a more critical approach to
technology and learning, I examined the implementation of layered frameworks within
online course design and instruction and explored the experiences of designers and
instructors as they created and facilitated courses. The scope of this study included
examining how the new courses impact the teaching and learning environment for
racially marginalized students.

Purpose of Study

In this case study, I analyzed the data to determine the impact of a culturally
responsive and sustaining framework layered with an eLearning design framework on
course design and implementation of credit recovery courses. Through my participation
and observation of this district initiative, I was able to study how teachers adapt and
utilize new technologies in course design, organization, and facilitation to see their
impact on the teaching and learning environments for racially marginalized students.
Throughout this initiative, my objective was to observe the experiences of course
designers and instructors and to reflect on my own experiences as I worked alongside
them. Through this approach, I captured the process as well as shared what was learned
through the process. The central research question guided me: How does an initiative to

integrate the community of inquiry (Col) framework and CRSP into online credit
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recovery courses impact the teaching and learning environment for racially marginalized
students? To explore this question in greater depth, two sub-questions guided the inquiry:

o Research Question One: What are educators’ perceptions concerning the
experiences and impacts of implementing a layered approach to their
online course design with marginalized students in mind?

o Research Question Two: How do participating educators’ perspectives and
self-efficacy toward creating a more equitable blended learning
environment change through their participation in the initiative?

Significance of the Study

This research contributes significantly to the field of educational technology and
equity in several important ways. First, a study of technology implementation meets the
demand to take a critical view toward digital education and to “raise questions about
when, if, and how that learning technology should be used by students and teachers”
(Rowell, 2022, para. 2). Secondly, there is a gap in our understanding of the effectiveness
of online course design for credit recovery programs. The data from this case study will
expand what we understand about effective online course design.

Additionally, this research contributes significantly to online course design and
educator development scholarship. We can gain insight into the process by exploring the
experiences of designers and teachers during their participation in the initiative and
analyzing their changing perceptions and self-efficacy. Having more insight into their
experiences could better inform recruitment and training for creating more equitable
blended learning environments. This study aims to create a more equitable and inclusive

educational landscape by addressing equity in online learning and creating a potential
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roadmap toward building a teaching and learning environment that leads to positive
learning outcomes for racially marginalized students.
Definition of Terms

° eLearning is the utilization of electronically mediated asynchronous and
synchronous communication for the purpose of thinking and learning
collaboratively” (Garrison, 2017, p. 2).

° Models of eLearning
o Asynchronous learning is distance learning in which students are

responsible for managing their time and pace, though teachers
provide the necessary resources.

o Blended or hybrid learning combines online and in-person
instruction, where technology is most often used as a tool within
the traditional classroom.

o Synchronous learning is distance learning that occurs in real-time
or live (Fisher et al., 2021).

° Education technology is the practice of introducing information and
communication technology tools into the classroom to create more
engaging, inclusive, and individualized learning experiences,” (Daley,
2022).

° Learning Management System (LMS) “a software application for the
administration, documentation, tracking, reporting, automation, and

delivery of educational courses” (Fry, 2022, para. 1).
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Summary

If students and their families can overcome barriers to physical access, there are
many benefits of eLearning, including how it eliminates geographical barriers to learning,
accommodates schedules, enables learners to progress at their own speed, and integrates a
wide range of resources that can enhance engagement and understanding. However, the
overall advantages vary depending on how eLearning is implemented, specifically in the
quality of the education that learners receive. Technology-based credit recovery programs
are an opportunity to support students’ success in earning credits and completing their
education in a way that has the potential to be personalized and flexible. However, due to
a lack of formal guidelines and hyper focus on graduation rates, the courses are
increasingly no more than automated programmed instruction in which students are
responsible for their learning with little guidance and questionable quality.

Digital equity extends beyond physical access to computers and curriculum to
access to trained educators. The studies mentioned in this chapter have revealed that
teachers fall back on what they know, and for the vast majority of educators in America,
what they know is filtered through the White racial frame that normalizes their cultural
experiences and forefronts a deficit-based ideology toward their students of color. The
lack of culturally responsive and sustaining teaching prevents feelings of connection and
trust, leading to academic problems, attendance issues, and behavioral problems. Deficit
thinking leads educators to blame the student, seeing only their weaknesses, further
exacerbating those issues, resulting in referral to a credit recovery program. As a result,

the programs create a racialized space with an overrepresentation of students of color
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who see the educational opportunity gap continue to widen as they are left alone to
navigate a subpar curriculum.

This case study of one district’s credit recovery redesign initiative will provide
real-life context for these complex issues. The results will contribute to a deeper
understanding of the design and facilitation of effective blended credit recovery courses.
While the focus of this study is limited to addressing a symptom of these issues, there is
potential for this study to inform the design and implementation of blended learning

programs apart from credit recovery.

22



CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW

Within a case study of a credit recovery redesign initiative, several concepts,
theories, and frameworks are interwoven. Though this review begins by examining the
literature on technology-based credit recovery programs, these programs are a symptom
of larger systemic racial and digital equity issues in education. Therefore, the review
extends to studies of pedagogical and digital frameworks and approaches intended to
foster academic engagement and achievement among students, particularly those
historically marginalized or underserved by traditional methods. This literature review
examines existing research and theoretical frameworks to help understand the intersection
among credit recovery programs, racial equity in education, CRSP, digital equity, online
course design, student engagement, and the LMS through which the courses are
delivered.

Technology-Based Credit Recovery

Credit recovery programs serve students who lack the credits to graduate and
work to increase graduation rates and decrease high school dropout rates (Powell, 2020).
According to the USDE (2018), 89% of high schools nationwide offer at least one credit
recovery course, 71% of which are provided to students online, and 46% of which follow
the blended model. These online options have been implemented as a strategy to support
academically at-risk students.

Several studies have measured the success of online programs. Viano and Henry
(2024) examined the effectiveness of online credit recovery programs for traditionally

underserved student populations compared to face-to-face credit recovery. Their
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quantitative analysis showed empirically that online credit recovery “is associated with a
higher probability of high school graduation for students who fail core courses” (Viano &
Henry, 2024, p. 246). In their examination, however, they noted that programs may have
different effects based on the context and courses and that they tended to lack rigor. This
raises questions regarding the sacrifice of student learning for increased graduation rates.
While the credit may be attained, the education gap widens for racially marginalized
students.

Another concern is the lack of personal support in an online program compared to
a face-to-face setting. A study on the long-term outcomes of an online credit recovery
course had findings that suggested schools were not “giving careful consideration to the
specifics about how the online course [would] be implemented, the bundle of
instructional features that comprise the implementation of an online course, and the
academic and social-emotional needs of at-risk students” (Rickles et al., 2018, p. 487).
Rickles et al. (2018) noted the importance of a program to promote active learning,
individualized instruction, and personalized learning as a pathway toward making online
credit recovery courses more effective.

Online credit recovery programs can offer flexibility and individualized
instruction meant to alleviate barriers (Lewis et al., 2015). However, they also reproduce
inequality through racial stratification. In their ethnographic case study on the paradox of
a credit recovery program, Powell (2020) found that “a credit-recovery program
alleviated and exacerbated racial inequalities,” reinforcing the idea that credit recovery

programs uphold structural White domination (pp. 794—795). Powell’s (2020) study
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highlights the importance of prioritizing and centering racial equity in programmatic
policies.
Racial Equity in Education

There have been numerous studies done on racial disparities in education, the
effects of racism, and the need for educational equity. In their quantitative study Benner
and Wang (2014) “sought to establish the extent to which demographic marginalization
directly influenced adolescents’ subsequent educational outcomes” (p. 1620). Their
results illustrate the direct effects of demographic marginalization on academic
achievement and its impediment to educational success. They ultimately point to “social
integration as a potential point of intervention” (p. 1623), highlighting the importance of
community in educational attainment.

In their work, Quintana and Mahgoub (2016) noted that “ethnic and racial
disparities in education are apparent and consistent across nearly every marker of
academic achievement and educational outcome” (p. 95). Of the several factors
identified, the most notable were the differential treatment of students based on race,
biased disciplinary practices, and a lack of culturally responsive or sustaining curriculum.
Significant to my study is how this differential treatment prevents academic success and
leads to the overrepresentation of students of color in credit recovery programs.

Kohli et al. (2017) conducted a research review that narrowed down over 4,000
education studies focused on racial inequity from the last decade. They reviewed and
analyzed 186 articles that focused on research studies that examined racism in a K—12
school context. Drawing on critical race theory, they determined that “racial inequality

has become normalized and even accepted” (p. 185). They highlighted the need for
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research on applied approaches and argued for improved tools that “are needed to name,
challenge, and transform the racializing conditions in which students of Color are
educated” (p. 196). Kohli et al.’s recommendations include an anti-racist curriculum,
professional development for teachers on the issues of race and racism, and creating a
safe and welcoming community of learning.

In their study on educational equity and quality in K—12 schools, Thompson and
Thompson (2018) found that “equity and access are essential components of quality
education for children, but they nonetheless have persisted as barriers in the United States
for decades” (p. 36). They argued for the incorporation of instructional strategies that
would combat inequity.

These studies highlight the need for anti-racist and inclusive frameworks,
techniques, and methods that educators can implement, particularly those who build a
sense of community and belonging. Implementing CRSP could achieve this.

Culturally Responsive and Sustaining Pedagogy

CRSP is an asset-based pedagogy that promotes positive learning outcomes by
focusing on students’ experiences and prior knowledge. Author and advocate Zaretta
Hammond (2015) defines culturally responsive teaching in her seminal work, Culturally
Responsive Teaching and the Brain, as:

An educator’s ability to recognize students’ cultural displays of learning and

meaning-making and respond positively and constructively with teaching moves

that use cultural knowledge as a scaffold to connect what the student knows to
new concepts and content in order to promote effective information processing.

(p. 15)

Culturally sustaining practices build on this pedagogy. Rather than simply adapting to

students’ cultures, culturally sustaining pedagogy (CSP) focuses on sustaining and
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nurturing students within the educational setting. Alim and Paris (2017) advocate for this
shift, stating that “CSP explicitly calls for schools to be a site for sustaining the cultural
ways of being of communities of color” (p. 5). Both are student-centered and asset-based
approaches that aim to create learning environments that promote educational equity and
inclusivity.

Zhu (2020) conducted a narrative research study to measure the impact of
culturally responsive pedagogy and authentic caring on students’ academic achievements.
The researcher found that “this kind of pedagogy not only facilitates students’ academic
learning but also cultivates their cultural competence and critical consciousness”
(p. 1170). Smith et al. (2022) explored links between culturally relevant, responsive, and
sustaining pedagogies in their work. Through their examination of “how these conceptual
frameworks might be implemented in practice for the design and enactment of curriculum
materials” (p. 654), they provide an example of the value of a program that addressed
these goals. Chen et al. (2022) conducted a self-study that explored how educators across
the country conceptualize and enact culturally sustaining pedagogy. Chen et al.’s findings
demonstrated that their “individual and collective reflections fostered reflection-driven
teaching practices and pedagogy shifts” (p. 47). While compelling, there is a gap in the
research regarding the implementation of these practices in an online environment,
particularly within K—12. However, several studies address educational technology’s role
in addressing equity.

Digital Equity
Creating an inclusive learning environment and challenging systems of equality

extends to the tools used in the classroom. According to Baker-Doyle (2023), “the
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selection of culturally sustaining tools and/or tools that promote inclusivity and belonging
is an important step to fostering equity” (p. 82). In their action research case study on
digital and educational inclusion, Pittman et al. (2021) asserted that “new online
environments have an equal chance of expanding barriers or increasing strategies for
more inclusive and equitable learning opportunities” (p. 71). The full potential of
educational technology to enhance teaching and learning can only be achieved when
accompanied by a dedication to attaining digital equity (Reich, 2019). “The digital equity
gap is characterized by students’ ability to access devices as well as by the types of
devices they access, where they access them, and the infrastructure in place that enables
them to use digital devices and programs” (Bishop et al., 2022, p. 20). This gap
disproportionately impacts low-income and communities of color. In their review of
digital equity and inclusion for education, Bishop et al. (2022) recommend that educators
adopt equitable teaching practices and use tools that allow students to engage with quality
academics instead of rote memorization or drill-based digital lessons. Unfortunately, as
Reich (2019) contended in “Teaching Our Way to Digital Equity™:
One of the major findings of the past 50 years of educational technology is that
when teachers get access to new technologies, they typically use them to extend
existing practices. Tablet computers replace notebooks, smartboards function like
overhead projectors, and learning management systems are used to distribute
digital worksheets. (para. 1)
When we simply shift our existing practices online, we do nothing to disrupt inequity.
Instead, we perpetuate racial discrepancies in achievement. The question we must then

address is how to best implement online learning. To address this, we must look at the

frameworks for course design and the platform through which the courses are delivered.
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Frameworks For Online Course Design

The National Standards for Quality Online Courses (2019) are guidelines and
criteria designed to ensure high-quality and effective online courses. The standards
encompass several key areas, including content, instruction, assessment, and technology.
They serve as a framework for course design and implementation, though in their
research, Adelstein and Barbour (2017) found that they were broad and overwhelming. In
a study of online course design, Baldwin and Ching (2019) reviewed online course
evaluation instruments for designing higher education courses. They found that “it is
critical to support instructors and course designers with guidelines on best practices to
encourage quality course design” (p. 278). However, they also noted that checklists fall
short on critical aspects of online design regarding areas like student interaction. They
urge course designers to consult more research-based frameworks (Baldwin & Ching,
2019).

One such framework is the Col framework. The Col framework is a process
framework that identifies the elements crucial for a successful higher educational
eLearning experience, including three interdependent elements: social presence, cognitive
presence, and teaching presence (Garrison et al., 2000). Studies testing the framework
have found that the Col model influences students’ satisfaction and perceived learning
(Swan, 2001) and that there’s a correlation between the three dimensions and students’
perceived learning and learning engagement (Chen et al., 2022). Unfortunately, previous
studies have been limited to distance learning at higher education institutions, and the use

of this framework within K—12 within the United States needs to be further explored.
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Student Engagement

The research into eLearning frameworks highlights the growing evidence that
when learners experience meaningful interaction with peers, engage deeply with content,
and receive intentional guidance from instructors, their overall engagement increases.
The presence of the Col framework aligns to the multidimensional construct of student
engagement defined by Fredricks et al. (2004) who identify behavioral, emotional, and
cognitive dimensions. Further, Appleton et al. (2008) argue that engagement is both a
process and an outcome, shaped by contextual factors such as teacher—student
relationships, instructional design, and school climate. All of which underscore the
critical role of teachers in facilitating engagement across learning environments.

Credit recovery programs often serve students who have experienced academic
disengagement, absenteeism, or other barriers to success. Therefore, it is important to
understand how engagement functions in this learning environment. Research by Kim
and Taylor (2008) emphasizes the importance of teacher—student relationships in credit
recovery environments. Their findings suggest that when teachers personalize instruction,
offer emotional support, and maintain high expectations, students are more likely to
re-engage with learning. Similarly, Balfanz and Byrnes (2012) highlight the role of
attendance and consistent adult support in improving outcomes for students in alternative
settings. Additionally, leveraging culturally responsive and sustaining pedagogical
practices influences student engagement by using students’ cultural knowledge to make
learning more relevant and effective (Gay, 2010). Research by Woodley et al. (2017) and
Stein et al. (2025) shows that culturally responsive online instruction validates students’

identities, supports autonomy, and fosters a sense of belonging.
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While existing research provides valuable insights into how eLearning
frameworks and culturally responsive pedagogy can foster student engagement, there is
limited understanding of how their integration can support educators in designing and
facilitating more equitable blended learning environments. This gap is particularly
significant since these environments are strongly influenced by the digital platforms
through which learning occurs. LMSs play a critical role in shaping how students
experience learning.

Learning Management Systems

Reengaging students requires more than content delivery. Therefore, a final
component to be understood is the platform for which the courses were designed. Online
courses are often delivered through an LMS. In their research, Bradley (2021) argues for
LMS use, stating that:

In online classroom environments, LMS reinforces teachers and students in the

learning process. A standard LMS supports an inclusive learning environment for

academic progress with interceding structures that promote online collaborative
groupings, professional training, discussions, and communication among other

LMS users. (p. 86)

Bradley’s work focuses on the capabilities of LMSs and what is possible within these
platforms but does not address how to reach these goals. In their work, Morris and
Stommel (2018) argue that LMSs do not support mindful teaching; instead:

The LMS convinced us that teaching online was not only possible, it was

easy—that digital pedagogy was a mere work of relocation. Take your lectures

and your assignments, create a slideshow or a video or a piece of audio, load it all

up, and there you have it: online learning. (p. 27)

To combat this, Morris and Stommel (2018) encourage critical instructional design, “an

early, emerging attempt to get at some concrete methodologies for creating agentive

spaces in online and hybrid learning environments” (p. 138). My research proposes to
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address the need for critical instructional design through a culturally sustaining eLearning
design framework.
Theoretical Frameworks: A Layered Approach

Online learning can uphold White domination or be a tool of liberation for
racially marginalized students (Morris & Stommel, 2018; Powell, 2020). The determining
factor lies within its implementation. Rather than simply shifting inequitable practices
into an online space, critical instructional design must disrupt the normalization of
inequity and create a sense of community. Since no single blueprint can guide this
investigation, the current study took a layered approach by nesting the Col framework
within the CRSP framework.
Community of Inquiry Framework

The Col framework, as shown in Figure 1, is grounded in social constructivist
theory and Dewey’s practical inquiry model, which sees knowledge construction as a
collaborative and continuous process (Castellanos-Reyes, 2020). The Col framework
began as a model for text-based asynchronous environments to support quality
educational transactions and experiences. According to its originator, Garrison, “the Col
framework establishes procedures for critical inquiry and the collaborative construction
of personal meaningful and shared understanding” (2017, p. 24). Based on the theoretical
foundations of critical reflection and discourse, Col aims to extend eLearning beyond
content delivery by establishing a community of inquiry. “A community of inquiry is a
collaborative approach to thinking and learning” (Garrison, 2017, p. 11), which is created
through the development of three interdependent elements—social, cognitive, and

teaching presence.
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Figure 1

Community of Inquiry Framework
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Note: This diagram is a visual representation of the Col framework illustrating how the
three presences of a community of inquiry overlap to create the educational experience.
From E-Learning in the 21st Century: A Community of Inquiry Framework for Research
and Practice by D. R. Garrison, 2017, Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group. Copyright
2016 by Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group. CC BY-SA 4.0 license.
Social Presence

According to Garrison (2017), “social presence is the ability of participants to
identify with a group, communicate openly in a trusting environment, and develop
personal and affective relationships™ (p. 25). Within an eLearning environment,
participants should feel connected to the group, feel comfortable sharing openly in a
trusting setting, and gradually build personal and emotional connections. Garrison

(2017), like Hammond (2015), further highlights the importance of students’ need to feel
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safe and valued: “It is not enough to have a classroom free of psychological and social
threats. The brain needs to be part of a caring social community to maximize its sense of
well-being” (Hammond, 2015, p. 47). When learners are in positive social relationships,
they feel safe, and when they feel safe, they are able to focus on higher-order thinking
and learning of cognitive presence.
Cognitive Presence

Cognitive presence is “the extent to which learners can construct and confirm
meaning through sustained reflection and discourse in a critical community of inquiry”
(Garrison et al., 2000, p. 11). Within an eLearning environment, learners need to be able
to create and validate understanding through deep thinking and ongoing discussions
within a community. An online, “text-based environment has the potential to provide a
remarkable balance between reflection and discourse” (Garrison, 2017, p. 53). Learners
have time to reflect and think about their responses before responding to fellow students.

Cognitive presence is where you can see the influence of Dewey’s practical
inquiry model, which supports the constructivist view that learning is not simply the
acquisition of knowledge but rather the construction of meaning (Hein, 1995). Learners
engage in problem-centered learning through practical inquiry, critically analyzing their
experiences, and collaborating with others to construct knowledge (Garrison, 2017). This
real-world focus drives engagement and motivation, which are necessary for learning.
Social presence establishes trust in collaborative work, while critical reflection within
cognitive presence strengthens trust. Critical reflection is essential for personal growth,
but “done collectively, critical reflection can be an activity that helps a community better

understand the experiences and perspectives of others, and develop a shared purpose and
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sense of the work™ (Baker-Doyle, 2023, p. 68). Supporting and facilitating the social and
cognitive presence is an element of teaching presence.
Teaching Presence

Teaching presence is “the design, facilitation, and direction of cognitive and
social processes for the purpose of realizing personally meaningful and educationally
worthwhile learning outcomes” (Anderson et al., 2001, p. 5). Within eLearning using the
Col framework, there is a difference between feachING and teachER. Though traditional
hierarchies remain, everyone can contribute to teaching presence. The learner should
have a role in planning, guiding, and steering the cognitive and social aspects of the
learning process to achieve meaningful and valuable educational goals. This is possible in
eLearning because “digital tools offer the opportunity to refocus how power works in the
classroom” (Rorabaugh, 2020, p. 13). Teaching presence requires an essential balance
between full and open participation within a community of learners and the “inherent
need for an architect and facilitator to design, direct, and inform the transaction if it is to
be productive and sustainable” (Garrison, 2017, p. 27). This is why the trust established
in social presence and motivation established in cognitive presence are necessary for
success in teaching presence.

When considering the usefulness of the Col framework in creating deep and
meaningful technology-infused experiences, we must critically examine to what degree it

ensures equity, access, and inclusion in its implementation.
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Examining Equity, Access, and Inclusion Within the Col Framework
Equity
Many young people face “complex and pressing institutionalized barriers to an
excellent education and good quality of life on a daily basis” (Nieto, 2009, p. 9). Equity
in education ensures that all students have an equal opportunity to succeed, regardless of
their background, abilities, or circumstances. An equitable education eliminates
disparities in educational outcomes, resources, and opportunities. The factors that need to
be addressed to achieve equity include socioeconomic status, race, gender, and disability.
In his work, social justice advocate Paul Gorski (2016) reflects on his role as a teacher in
addressing equity, which serves as a model for others.
In order to recognize inequity and sustain equity, I also must understand the
structural barriers experienced in and out of schools by the students with whom I
work. If I don’t understand those barriers—even the barriers I cannot eliminate,
like income and wealth inequality—I render myself incapable of developing
policy and practice that are responsive to the lived realities of my most
marginalized students and their families. In addition, I must understand
educational disparities reflect an unjust distribution of access and opportunity, so
equity efforts that fail to redistribute access and opportunity are a threat to the
existence of inequity. (p. 225)
Within the realm of educational technology, we can address equity by looking critically
at the tools we select. “A tool sends a message of who or what is valued.... The selection
of culturally sustaining tools and/or tools that promote inclusivity and belonging is an
important step to fostering equity” (Baker-Doyle, 2023, p. 82). For this, we need to

critically examine the tools we are implementing and ask ourselves if we are adopting

tools that might cause harm.
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Access

Educational access addresses harm by removing barriers that may prevent
individuals from engaging in learning (Geith & Vignare, 2008). To address digital access,
I revisit the concept of the digital divide. Though an important step, addressing the digital
divide is about more than just getting devices into the hands of students. When we
consider digital access, Resta and Laferriere (2008) identified five dimensions:

[1] Access to hardware, software, and connectivity to the Internet; [2] Access to

meaningful, high-quality, culturally relevant content in local languages;

[3] Access to creating, sharing, and exchanging digital content; [4] Access to

educators who know how to use digital tools and resources; [5] Access to

high-quality research on the application of digital technologies to enhance

learning. (p. 168)
Each of these dimensions comes with issues and challenges, and gives us the critical
mission of addressing access beyond access to content or digital distribution of content
(Watters, 2014). Just as having a device with the content uploaded does not address
access, merely being in the same course as another person is not enough to build a sense
of inclusion (Baker-Doyle, 2023).
Inclusion

Digital inclusion is similar to digital access and can be defined as “the activities
necessary to ensure that all individuals and communities, including the most
disadvantaged, have access to and use of Information and Communication
Technologies’” (National Digital Inclusion Alliance, 2017, as cited in Reisdorf &
Rhinesmith, 2020, p. 133). However, inclusion goes beyond digital access, and
educational inclusion refers to accommodating and supporting students with diverse

needs and backgrounds. Inclusion promotes diversity, acceptance, and respect for all

learners. In their work, inclusive education scholars Waitoller and Kozleski (2013) found
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that “inclusive education should be based on redistributing quality educational
opportunities for all students...recognizing and valuing all students’ differences...and on
creating spaces for families and students to participate in the decisions that affect their
learning trajectories” (p. 27). Inclusive education challenges us to see the community as a
whole and to ensure “that the voices and experiences of those who have been historically
marginalized are intentionally centered and recognized” (Baker-Doyle, 2023, p. 60).

There are certainly opportunities to address equity, access, and inclusion within
the Col framework; however, it is not explicitly stated. The closest Garrison (2017)
comes is to assert that “our educational ideals must drive the vision” (p. 4). I can infer
that if our ideals include equity, access, and inclusion, then they will indirectly drive the
implementation of the framework. When fostering the critical reflection of the social
presence, supporting discourse, and setting the climate, a culturally sustaining approach
would address equity issues and help build a community where all students feel
comfortable and valued, regardless of their background. Teachers can facilitate an
intellectually and socially safe environment that promotes equity among learners.

As facilitators, teachers also can ensure that instructional materials and resources
are accessible to all students, including those with diverse needs or disabilities (Rice,
2019). The Col framework supports flexibility in format, delivery, and participation that
would support and accommodate different learning preferences and abilities.

Inclusive education also values diverse perspectives and experiences (Nishina
et al., 2019), and the framework promotes the inclusion of different viewpoints in
discussions and problem-solving. Additionally, there are opportunities for inclusion when

selecting content within the overlap of teaching and cognitive presence. Educational
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reformer Sleeter (2004) underscores the importance of a fair and accurate inclusive
curriculum; “the quality of school experiences for students from historically marginalized
communities are severely compromised when textbooks either omit their communities
entirely or portray them in distorted and derogatory ways” (p. 124). Addressing the
omissions or the distortions will make space for student voice and agency.

While the Col framework provides a structure for creating a rich online learning
experience, its effectiveness in addressing equity, access, and inclusion issues depends
entirely on the educators’ interpretation and implementation. For this reason, I consider
the framework incomplete.

To successfully implement the Col framework, educators must position it
between the macro and micro levels of educational practice. At the macro level lies a
CRSP; at the meso level, the Col framework itself provides structural guidance; and at
the micro level, specific materials, strategies, tools, and practices are employed within
each presence to realize broader pedagogical goals.

At the macro level, CRSP would be the foundation for the work of the Col. At its
core, “culturally sustaining pedagogy is a strengths-based instructional approach that
centers and sustains the cultural and linguistic identities, experiences, and ways of
knowing of diverse students, families/caregivers, and communities” (Institute of
Education Sciences, n.d.). In an online setting, culturally relevant pedagogy centers the
students’ cultural identity and background in the learning process, encouraging them to
draw on their cultural knowledge and experiences while engaging with new material

(Mahani, 2023). The tenets of CRSP support and reinforce the elements of the Col
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framework, including awareness, critical reflection, community building, and cognitive
development.
Culturally Responsive and Sustaining Pedagogy

What CRSP provides, that Col is missing, is the awareness of the inequitable
system in which education exists and the intentionality “in creating generative spaces for
asset pedagogies to support the practices of youth and communities of color, while
maintaining a critical lens vis-a-vis these practices” (Alim & Paris, 2017, p. 10). It is not
enough for those with the ideals of equity and access to interpret Col to match their
vision, or the outermost circle of the most recent diagram hints at a larger context.
Garrison (2017) acknowledges that “personal reflection by itself is not sufficient to
increase critical awareness” (p. 51) and it is, therefore, necessary to have “the expertise of
a pedagogically experienced and knowledgeable teacher who can identify worthwhile
content, organize learning activities, guide the discourse, offer additional sources of
information, diagnose misconceptions, and provide conceptual order when required”
(p. 76). The Col framework relies heavily on this teacher without acknowledging that
educators are “actors within a racist, inequitable system” (Throughline Learning, 2023,
Awareness section) and does nothing to disrupt “a schooling system centered on
ideologies of White, middle-class, monolingual, CIS heteropatriarchal, able-bodied
superiority” (Alim & Paris, 2017, p. 13). This lack of critique on power and the
underlying assumption of equity means that the Col framework is not enough. Layering
the Col framework with a CRSP pedagogy allows us to address the disparities in
equitable access and the barriers to inclusivity in implementing technology-infused

educational experiences.
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This case study explored how this layering of the Col framework could inform
how the design of courses within a newly adopted LMS can be done with equity and
inclusion in mind. My study was further informed by the layering approach to the Col
framework previously discussed. There do not currently appear to be instruments or tools
for measuring the cultural sustainability of a student’s educational experiences. I turn to
the CRSP framework shown in Figure 2. According to Throughline Learning (2023), this
framework has four domains that are intended to “build the capacity of teachers and
students to disrupt inequitable systems and create more relevant and self-directed
learning environments” (para. 1). The domains include awareness, cognitive
development, community building, and critical consciousness.

Figure 2

Culturally Responsive & Sustaining Pedagogy Framework
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Note. This visual representation of the CRSP framework depicts a holistic approach to
education and illustrates the key domains that center a culturally responsive and

sustaining pedagogy. From Culturally Responsive & Sustaining Pedagogy (CRSP)
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Framework Research Base Overview by Throughline Learning, 2023. Copyright 2023 by
Throughline Learning. CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 licensed.
Awareness

According to Throughline Learning’s CRSP framework (2023), effective
culturally responsive and sustaining pedagogy begins with awareness, which involves
recognizing historical and current educational inequalities. Educators are encouraged to
reflect on their roles within these systems and to challenge dominant norms that may
unintentionally be reinforced in the classroom. Doing so enables educators to cultivate a
deep understanding of students’ strengths and diverse cultural backgrounds. This
awareness fosters empathy and higher expectations for all students and allows individual
educators to be more empathetic and have higher expectations for student success.
Cognitive Development

The CRSP framework (Throughline Learning, 2023) also emphasizes cognitive
development, urging educators to adopt an equity mindset and apply learning science to
disrupt a culture of low expectations and shift the cognitive load to students. To integrate
cognitive development, educators need to ensure their courses are accessible to multiple
learning styles, have opportunities for students to process information, and ultimately
transfer the mental workload to students. This approach can create a sense of community
through shared learning experiences.
Community Building

Community building is another key component of CRSP (Throughline Learning,

2023), focusing on creating a trusting, validating, and supportive classroom environment.
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Such an environment encourages students to engage more deeply with challenging
material.
Critical Consciousness

Finally, the CRSP framework (Throughline Learning, 2023) highlights the
importance of critical consciousness, which empowers students to recognize and analyze
unjust systems. By connecting to students’ identities and lived experiences, educators can
inspire students to address these issues and equip them to use their education as a tool for
personal and community transformation.

The Col and CRSP frameworks, and the tools they inform, allowed me to explore
how new technologies are adapted and utilized by me and other course designers and
instructors to provide racially marginalized students with an equitable, accessible, and
inclusive educational opportunity.

Application to Research

The layering of both Col and CRSP frameworks has informed my research design
and serves as both a foundation of my investigation and the lens through which I
conducted my data analysis. As previously mentioned, one of the limitations of the
current credit recovery program is the lack of frameworks to guide online course design.
The literature review revealed the need for research-based frameworks and the gap in
research on the use of such frameworks at the secondary level. Additionally, the literature
review highlighted the need for eLearning environments to create a sense of belonging.
The Col framework has been implemented successfully in postsecondary online courses.
It is interesting to know whether it can be successfully implemented for online credit

recovery courses at the secondary level. However, the framework is incomplete as it does
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not fully address the educational contexts in which it would be implemented. Because of
the diverse racial and socio-economic makeup of my district, as well as the
overrepresentation of students of color in credit recovery, I found it necessary to place the
framework within a CRSP. While the Col framework provides a structured approach to
designing and implementing blended learning courses, CRSP centers educational
practices that honor the identities and experiences of all learners. This case study allowed
me to examine these courses’ impact on the teaching and learning environment of racially
marginalized students.

Additionally, the theoretical frameworks influence the theoretical perspectives of
the research methodology. The Col framework is rooted in social constructivist theory,
while CRSP is grounded in critical theory. Social constructivism emphasizes the role of
social interaction and cultural context in constructing knowledge and meaning (Kim,
2001). Critical theory stresses the “critical and reflective evaluation of society, culture,
and institutions” (McKernan, 2013, p. 426). The overlap between these two perspectives
is in their emphasis on the social and cultural contexts that shape individual
interpretations of reality. This overlap is evidenced in the investigation as the reality of
the participants’ experiences is collected through ethnographic methods, and the data is
critically examined (Peca, 2000).

I chose a case study implementing ethnographic methods in alignment with the
theoretical frameworks. A case study design aligns with social constructivism by
allowing for an in-depth exploration of multiple perspectives. It should be noted,
however, that due to the subjective nature of social constructivism, it has been criticized

for its perceived rejection of criticism (Boyland, 2019). This is addressed with the
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interweaving of critical theory as it is “based upon the use of critique as a method of
investigation” (McKernan, 2013, p. 426). By incorporating ethnographic methods within
my case study, I was able to gather the first-hand experiences of participants while taking
a “critical stance towards taken-for-granted knowledge” (Boyland, 2019, p. 32). Once the
data was collected, the frameworks provided a lens through which my results were
analyzed and interpreted.

The interconnected presences of the Col framework and the domains of the CRSP
served as the basis for the deductive thematic analysis of the data. In deductive analysis,
codes were created before data analysis and then applied to the data (Bingham, 2023).
The codes were then organized for thematic analysis, “a method for identifying,
analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 79).
The themes of social, teaching, and cognitive presences, as well as awareness, cognitive
development, community building, and critical consciousness, were used to create codes.
Those codes were then applied to the data analysis to determine how an initiative to
integrate the Col framework and CRSP into online credit recovery courses impacted the
teaching and learning environment for racially marginalized students.

Summary

The research has shown that while a majority of high schools offer online credit
recovery programs, the courses often lack rigor and personal support which, due to racial
disparities within the programs, leads to a widening of the education gap for students of
color (Powell, 2020; Rickles et al., 2018; Viano & Henry, 2024). This racial inequality
has been normalized despite our understanding that marginalization impedes academic

success (Benner & Wang, 2014; Kohli et al., 2017; Quintana & Mahgoub, 2016;
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Thompson & Thompson, 2018). While online learning has the potential to provide
opportunities for an equitable and inclusive education, it must be accompanied by a
commitment to equity that goes beyond the hyper focus on graduation rates and instead
builds a sense of community. Something that can be achieved by adopting culturally
responsive and sustaining practices (Alim & Paris, 2017; Chen et al., 2022; Hammond,
2015; Smith et al., 2022; Zhu, 2020). Current accepted national frameworks fall short of
intentional implementation of student interaction (Adelstein & Barbour, 2017; Baldwin &
Ching, 2019) and the creation of a sense of belonging. Emerging research on student
engagement underscores the critical role of teachers in fostering a sense of belonging and
fostering behavioral, emotional, and cognitive engagement. eLearning frameworks, like
the Col, offer a promising path toward more equitable and engaging blended learning
experiences, but they have not been thoroughly studied in K—12. Gaps persist in
understanding how these pieces intersect and influence one another within the broader
educational context.

The Col framework sees knowledge construction as a collaborative and continual
process and seeks to extend eLearning beyond content delivery by establishing the
elements of social, cognitive, and teaching presence (Garrison et al., 2000). By
establishing a trusting environment, critical reflection and discourse can occur, resulting
in deep thinking and learning. This is achieved through course design and
implementation that forefronts equity, access, and inclusion.

This work is reinforced by setting the Col framework within a CRSP framework.
The CRSP framework (Throughline Learning, 2023) builds instructors’ and designers’

critical consciousness, which begins with an awareness of inequitable educational
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systems and recognizing biases. That awareness and cognitive development build their
capacity to disrupt those systems, allowing a community to develop in which a trusting
environment can be achieved. By strengthening the domains of the CRSP framework,
educators can better achieve the Col framework’s elements.

By layering the Col framework and the CRSP framework, I created a foundation
for my study and a lens through which I critically examined the credit recovery course
redesign initiative. As a researcher and coparticipant, I used ethnographic methods
throughout the redesign process and during the first semester of implementation.

The data was analyzed through deductive thematic analysis to determine what
impact, if any, layering the frameworks previously discussed had on the design and
implementation of the credit recovery courses. Additionally, the initiative could inform
broader discussions on creating and implementing blended learning courses to achieve

equitable outcomes for racially marginalized students.
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CHAPTER THREE
METHODOLOGY

K—12 institutions nationwide have adopted education technology, like LMSs, to
provide online learning options for their students. Like all technology, education
technology has advantages and disadvantages that do not apply to everyone equally. It
benefits some, harms others, and privileges the perspective of those in power (Postman,
1998). A common usage of an LMS is content delivery for credit recovery programs,
which are often highly racialized spaces (Powell, 2020). Due to the inequities in
education and within these spaces, there is a growing concern about the quality of
educational experiences that are occurring online that support CRSP toward deep and
meaningful learning experiences. Despite this, little research has investigated the
effectiveness of online course design frameworks within K—12 systems. Therefore, this
study explored the impact of integrating the Col framework layered within a CRSP into
online recovery courses at an urban high school.

Research Philosophy

The philosophical beliefs guiding research begin with understanding what exists
to be learned about and what is possible to know (Moon & Beckman, 2017). This
research lies within the ontological worldview of critical realism. Critical realism
“assumes that reality is multi-layered” (Lawani, 2021, p. 323), and though it
acknowledges an objective reality, that reality is interpreted through social constructs.
This leads to a constructionist epistemology in which truth arises out of social interaction

and cultural contexts (Moon & Beckman, 2017). So, there is an objective reality, but that
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reality requires critical examination as it is influenced by individuals’ experiences and
perceptions, which are impacted by social structures and power relations.

These philosophies were applied to this study through social constructivism and
critical theory. In social constructivist research, “the researcher and participants [are]
co-creators in the knowledge-building process” with an emphasis on “the perspectives of
the participants” (Hesse-Biber, 2017, p. 7). This collaboration shaped the understanding
of the phenomenon. With the interweaving of critical theory, this research was able to
take a critical approach, paying particular attention to the role of power in the
knowledge-building process. This alignment with critical perspectives aims not only “to
describe social reality but to generate insights into the forces of domination operating
within society in a way that can inform practical action and stimulate change” (Bohman,
2005, Section 1.3, para. 2). Not only do we seek to understand the world but also to work
toward social justice.

Research Approach

This research adopted a qualitative case study design to capture the nuanced
perspectives of educators and the contextual factors influencing the design of online
courses and the creation of equitable blended learning environments. The goal in
qualitative research is to describe, interpret, and explain the behaviors or events being
studied” (Privitera & Ahlgrim-Delzell, 2019, p. 23). A qualitative approach is well-suited
to exploring educators’ perceptions, perspectives, and self-efficacy, as it allows for an
in-depth examination of their lived experiences within the context of the initiative.

In this case study, I took on the role of both researcher and participant. “A case

study is the qualitative analysis of an individual, group, organization, or event used to
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illustrate a phenomenon” (Privitera & Ahlgrim-Delzell, 2019, p. 320). In my role as the
district digital integration specialist, I participated in creating a course for the credit
recovery program and provided support for course designers and instructors. In my role
as researcher, I reflected on and analyzed my process as well as observed individuals as
they participated in the credit recovery course redesign initiative. As an informant and
investigator, I used ethnographic methods within the case study approach.

Through this approach, I could meaningfully and nuancedly understand the
phenomenon of an online course design initiative for a credit recovery program and its
impact on the teaching and learning environment for racially marginalized students. The
ethnographic methods used were semi-structured interviews, classroom walkthroughs,
document analysis for data collection, and field notes to reflect on and analyze my
experiences, observations, and conversations with others.

Context and Research Design

This case study was conducted using ethnographic methods through overt
participant observation over one year. Participant observation “is a method which
involves living and/or working within particular communities to understand how they
work” (Cook, 2005, p. 167). Additionally, an overt participant is “someone who does tell
the people they are living and or working with that this involvement is for research
purposes” (Cook, 2005, p. 175). From the beginning, I kept my co-participants informed
of my role as researcher.

The study began with the formation of the credit recovery redesign initiative team
and concluded 12 months later, after the first semester of implementation. As I

participated in the initiative through my role as digital integration specialist and course
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designer, I recorded my observations and reflections in field notes. I conducted a
document analysis of the newly created courses. In addition to my field notes from
participant observation, I conducted semi-structured interviews to gain deeper insight into
educators’ perspectives and experiences with the layered approach to online course
design.

Setting

This school district was chosen for convenience, as my place of employment, and
because it is in its first year of adoption and implementation of the LMS, Canvas by
Instructure. Because of this recent LMS adoption, the district’s high school undertook a
new course design initiative for its credit recovery program. As an urban high school with
a 79% total minority enrollment and a graduation rate below the national median, a case
study of this initiative has the potential to offer invaluable insights into its impact on the
teaching and learning environment of racially marginalized students.

As a participant in this initiative, I designed a course and took part in official
meetings for the initiative planning process and course designer and instructor
professional development. There were also many informal and casual opportunities for
conversations and observations during course design sessions and throughout the typical
workday. This process had me inhabit several locations across the district, from
conference rooms in the education center to offices and classrooms in several of our
school buildings.

Participants
My co-participants and I are the credit recovery redesign initiative team, which

includes an assistant superintendent, two district coordinators, my fellow digital
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integration specialist, and instructional coaches. Other co-participants are those who

implemented the initiative, including course designers and instructors. The demographic

makeup of the course designers includes two White males, four White females, and one

Black female. The demographic makeup of the course instructors includes nine White

males and 10 females, five White and five Black.

Three course designers and two instructors agreed to be interviewed about their

experiences. Table 2 presents each participant’s demographics, including their chosen

pseudonym, role, job title, and years in education.

Table 2

Participant Demographics

Name? Role in Race Gender Job Title Years in

Initiative Education

Emma Math Course White Female Instructional 15
Designer Coach

Evelyn English White Female Instructional 16
Course Coach
Designer

Derek World White Male Digital 19
History Integration
Course Specialist
Designer

Louise Math Black Female Classroom 18
Instructor Teacher

Betsy English White Female Classroom 34
Instructor Teacher

& Participant-chosen pseudonym.

These teacher participants were selected through self-selection sampling. Participants

decided whether to participate in the interviews by responding to an invitation email.

Since the study focused on a specific group, the pool of potential participants was limited.



Self-selection sampling was used to prioritize the depth and richness of the data by
including participants who felt strongly about the study’s topic and were therefore more
likely to engage meaningfully and provide valuable insights (Keiding & Louis, 2018).

While self-selection sampling allows for a deeper exploration of participants who
are highly motivated and invested in the study’s topic, it also introduces potential biases.
Since participants opt in voluntarily, those who choose to participate may differ
significantly from those who do not, leading to a sample that may not fully represent the
broader population (Costigan & Cox, 2001). As noted by Robinson (2014), however,
“self-selection bias is not possible to circumvent in interview-based research, as
voluntary participation is central to ethical good practice” (p. 11). It is essential to be
aware that the findings of this study may have limited generalizability beyond the
specific group of educators who chose to engage.
Context

The Indianapolis metropolitan school district, where this case study was
conducted, was created in 1962. In 1970, Indianapolis merged with surrounding Marion
County communities to form a unified government under the Unigov law. The intent of
the merger “was to put a bigger, more powerful Indianapolis onto the national map,
simplify city services and grow the city’s tax base” (Cavazos, 2016, para. 2). However,
this consolidation deliberately excluded the merging of school districts, resulting in 11
separate districts. Integrating schools into the merger would have meant addressing racial
integration, as the majority of African American and minority students lived in the city
center. In contrast, the township schools were predominantly White. As Cavazos (2016)

notes, “that year, the township school districts were about 2.6 percent black while in IPS,
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black students comprised more than one-third of enrollment” (para. 19). This
discriminatory law became a key issue in the desegregation busing law which, in 1981,
allowed the first students from within Indianapolis Public Schools (IPS) boundaries to
attend the surrounding school districts. This segregation, driven by racial biases,
illustrates the lasting effects of systemic inequities on educational access and outcomes.

These disparities are still felt today. Despite the expiration of the bussing program
in 2016, the current student population within the district where this case study occurred
is 35.5% Black, 28.7% Latine, 28.8% White, and 6.1% Multiracial. Understanding this
history is key to framing the educational context of my study. Through exploring
educators’ perceptions of the credit recovery redesign initiative, my research examines
how long-standing inequities continue to influence educator views and classroom
practices. The legacy of racial segregation and unequal access to education highlights the
need to intentionally create equitable and inclusive learning environments, especially in
online and blended settings.

To better understand the context in which these perceptions and practices occur, it
is necessary to consider the demographic composition of students enrolled in credit
recovery. Table 3 illustrates the racial and ethnic composition of the students enrolled in
credit recovery, both initiative and non-initiative courses, as compared to the total student
population. The chart omits students from certain racial and ethnic groups who were not
enrolled in credit recovery courses, including one American Indian student, one
Hawaiian/Asian Pacific student, and 12 Asian students. Although students of color make
up 83% of both the overall student body and the credit recovery enrollment, this

statistical match does not indicate equity. Because the pathway into credit recovery is
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shaped by structural factors, the racial composition of the program reflects system
inequities, not neutral demographic distribution (Slade, 2020).
Table 3

Racial/Ethnic Composition of Students

Race/Ethnicity Initiative Non- Total in  Total Population
Courses Initiative Credit
Courses Recovery

Black/non-Hispanic 193 26 219 1202

Hispanic/Latine 217 43 260 1156

Multiracial/ 24 6 30 165
non-Hispanic

White, non-Hispanic 96 11 107 547

Total 530 85 615 3070

In addition to racial and ethnic diversity, a significant portion of students receive
specialized educational services. Table 4 shows that district staff have identified 41% of
students as English as a New Language (ENL) learners, 11% as recipients of special
education services, and 3% as dually identified. Within the credit recovery courses, 43%
of enrolled students are ENL, 10% receive special education services, and 4% are dually
identified. These data highlight the overlapping educational needs among racially
marginalized students, multilingual learners, and students with disabilities—groups
historically underserved in traditional and digital learning environments. This
intersectional context underscores the need for intentionally designed blended learning

environments.
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Table 4

Program Classification

Educational Services Initiative Non- Total in Total
Courses  Initiative Credit Population
Courses Recovery

English as a New Learner 224 38 262 1271
Student

English as a New Learner and 19 6 25 103
Special Education Student

Regular Education Student 230 36 266 1361

Special Education Student 57 6 63 349

Total 530 85 615 3084

Process

The initiative began in October 2023 when the secondary curriculum coordinator
and the digital curriculum integration coordinator submitted a proposal to the assistant
superintendent of secondary education outlining the need for the program redesign. The
superintendent’s cabinet approved their proposal, and course designers were hired
beginning in November 2023.

I submitted the case study research to the Indiana University Institutional Review
Board (IRB) [IRB Approval #21285 (see Appendix)], which was reviewed and approved.
Because the study qualified for exempt status, no signed consent was required or
collected. During onboarding meetings, educators were informed that the work we were
engaging in was part of my dissertation research. Interview participants received an
information sheet outlining the study’s purpose, procedures, and their rights. Before each
interview, participants were verbally reminded that their participation was voluntary, they

could skip any questions, and they could withdraw at any time. The following month, the
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course designers met alongside the high school building administrators to be onboarded.
Designers were given until April 2024 to complete their courses to be reviewed and ready
for the next school year. In the meantime, building administrators were tasked with
deciding who would teach the courses and making scheduling decisions. The chosen
instructors were brought together on the first teacher day of the school year in July 2024
to be onboarded.

The goal of the redesign was to create a blended learning experience that was
equitable, inclusive, and conducive to positive learning outcomes, with a specific focus
on addressing inequities and promoting effective digital learning practices. The
coordinators envisioned that, over several months, designers would develop courses
aligned with state standards and the district’s adopted curricula while integrating the
eLearning Col framework for effective online course design, all within the district’s
ongoing efforts toward CRSP. Designers were tasked with creating a well-structured,
effective, supportive, and collaborative online course that fosters critical thinking and
deep understanding.

The redesigned course content was to be divided into modules based on the
priority standards selected by the IDOE for student success; Figure 3 provides a visual of
the module structure. At the beginning of each module, students would take a
pre-assessment that would allow them to demonstrate their proficiency, allowing the
identification of areas for improvement while honoring their existing knowledge. If
students scored proficient on the pre-assessment, they could move on to the next module.
If not, they would be taken through pathways depending on their score and areas of need.

The pathways provided activities that included instruction, opportunities for practice, and
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periodic checks for understanding. Once the path was complete, they would take
the post-assessment to gauge their readiness to move on.
Figure 3

Credit Recovery Module Pathway

— » Path A Move on to next
Proficient module
Topic Path B Post Test
Introduction Expected

Path C
Supportive

Target Activities and Remedial Activities and
Content Content

Note. Diagram created by the author to illustrate the use of Canvas Mastery Paths. What
are Mastery Paths? Instructure, https://community.canvaslms.com/t5/Canvas-Basics-
Guide/What-are-Mastery-Paths/ta-p/404483

The blended learning model adopted by the initiative would give students access
to both a teacher licensed in the content and a community of learners to engage with.
Students were to be scheduled into classes with a content teacher and students working
on the same course. The course design provided the foundation for the classroom teacher
to create an equitable blended learning environment. The teacher was to facilitate the
course, tracking students’ progress through the modules and fostering a Col by building a
community, regulating learning, and supporting discourse.

As students recover credits, they meet with their counselor to be rescheduled. All

credit recovery courses were scheduled during the day’s first and/or last period. If
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students had other credits to recover, they would be placed in new classrooms. If they had
no other credits to recover, they could schedule a late start or an early release. Table 5
provides information on students’ academic workload in the credit recovery program by
showing how many students were enrolled in multiple credit recovery courses. While
most students were attempting to recover only one course credit, 31% of students in
credit recovery were attempting more than one. Students could simultaneously be
enrolled in courses on the new and old designs.

Table 5

Credits Attempted by Number of Students

Number of Students Credits Attempted

423 1
139 2
40 3

9 4

2 5

2 6

The intention was that after designers and instructors were confirmed, there would
be an intervention process that included professional development sessions that would
take place early and often. These professional development sessions were intended to
foster buy-in by helping educators understand the value of the Col and CRSP frameworks
and support them in effective implementation. They would also help foster a sense of
shared purpose and allowed me, as the researcher, to make observations on their

experiences and perceptions.
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Eight designers were hired to create 20 semesters of content. For the first phase of
rollout, the focus was on the courses that historically have the highest failure rates.
Designers were hired based on their teaching licenses and familiarity with the LMS. The
only professional development that was offered by the district was during the two-hour
onboarding meeting. In that meeting, designers were introduced to the new model and the
Col and CRSP frameworks. They were informed about the research demonstrating the
positive results of the frameworks and how their role in course design would determine
the initiative’s success. They were given a curriculum design checklist based on the
National Standards for Quality Online Courses (2019) and the layered frameworks for
developing their courses. Designers hired later in the semester received only a 30-minute
abridged version of the onboarding session during their prep period, significantly
reducing their understanding of the frameworks. To address the gap, I made myself
available to the designers to meet with them in small groups or individually to discuss
design and how best to implement the frameworks. Only three designers took me up on
the offer. By the end of April, one designer backed out of the initiative, and three
designers needed extensions, pushing several courses to a year two rollout.

Nineteen teachers were scheduled to teach the new model credit recovery courses.
Rather than building administrators deciding who would teach these courses,
administrators left it up to the department chairs to make the selections. Only three
department chairs had received any prior introduction to the initiative, and none of them
were given any guidelines about whom to select. Instructors received two professional
development sessions. The first was a two-hour onboarding meeting held on the first day

back from summer break. Most of the teachers learned about the initiative and their role
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within it for the first time at the initial session. Similarly, to the designers, instructors
were introduced to the new model and the Col and CRSP frameworks in the first session.
They were informed about the research demonstrating the positive results of the
frameworks and how their role as course instructors would determine the initiative’s
success.

The second session was held four months later during a November district
professional development day. Divided into 2 one-hour sessions, the content was based
on the instructors’ responses to a district survey administered in September. Very little
time was spent on implementing the frameworks or blended learning; instead, the
sessions focused on addressing teacher concerns regarding their frustrations with grading,
communication, the LMS, and student engagement.

Due to this shift away from a professional development plan focused on
framework implementation, I had to expand data collection beyond professional
development sessions.

Data Collection

The qualitative data were gathered through ethnographic methods, including
interviews, field note reflections and observations, surveys, classroom walkthroughs, and
course audits. Three designers participated in semi-structured interviews. Two interviews
occurred for each designer; one conducted before the designers began the design process
and the other after the courses were completed. The pre-design interview, lasting
approximately 20 to 30 minutes, explored designers’ understanding of the framework,

their confidence in implementing it as intended, and their expectations regarding the
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impact on the learning environment. Table 6 shows the alignment of pre-design interview

questions with research questions.
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Table 6

Alignment of Pre-Design Interview Questions With Research Questions

Interview Question Purpose/Rationale Research
Question
Alignment®
Tell me about yourself, including your cultural and Establish context; understand positionality and RQI
educational background. cultural perspective shaping design.
How has your background impacted your teaching Link identity and lived experience to course design RQI
practices? practices.
Can you describe what culturally responsive and Elicit designers’ conceptualizations of CRSP. RQ1 & RQ2
sustaining teaching means to you?
In what ways do you feel you’ve been successful at Identify areas of strength in equity-oriented design. RQ1
CRSP?
In what areas do you feel you need to grow? Identify perceived gaps and areas for development. RQ1 & RQ2
How have you incorporated diverse perspectives and Document strategies for cultural inclusivity. RQI
cultures into your lesson plans?
How have you ensured that your teaching materials are ~ Probe inclusive curriculum design practices. RQI
inclusive and representative of various cultures?
Tell me about your background and experience with Establish baseline knowledge of eLearning design. RQ1
online course design.
How would you describe your approach to creating and Capture philosophy and methodology of design. RQI

structuring online courses?

Table continues
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Interview Question Purpose/Rationale Research

Question
Alignment®

Are there any specific concepts, methodologies, tools,  Reveal frameworks shaping design practices. RQ1 & RQ2
or frameworks that you are familiar with and use to
guide your course design?

What are the advantages and disadvantages of blended  Explore perceptions of blended learning. RQI
learning?

What challenges do you foresee with this course Anticipate barriers to implementation. RQ1 & RQ2
redesign initiative?

What opportunities and barriers do you foresee for the  Capture perspectives on equity and access. RQ1 & RQ2
students?

How do you ensure that your online courses are Identify engagement-focused design strategies. RQ2
engaging and interactive for students?

Can you share an example of a successful online course Provide evidence of effective practices. RQ1 & RQ2
you’ve designed and the impact it had on student
learning?

Have you encountered any challenges in designing Reveal problem-solving strategies and resilience. RQI1 & RQ2
online courses, and how did you overcome them?

How do you assess student learning in an online Understand approaches to assessment design. RQ2

environment? Are there specific assessment tools or
methods you find effective?

Table continues



Interview Question Purpose/Rationale Research
Question
Alignment®
What strategies do you use to assess the effectiveness Document reflective practice and evaluation. RQ2
of course design?
What strategies do you employ to foster a sense of Identify practices aligned with Col’s social presence. RQ2
community and collaboration in your online courses?
How do you address accessibility and inclusivity in Probe equitable design practices. RQ2
your online course design?
How do you ensure meaningful and deep learning Explore design strategies supporting cognitive RQ2
experiences for students? presence.
How do you address potential challenges related to Anticipate and address equity-related barriers. RQ2

student engagement and motivation in the online
learning environment?

# Research Question 1 (RQ1) relates to educators’ perceptions of their experiences and the impacts of implementing a layered

approach to online course design. Research Question 2 (RQ2) relates to changes in educators’ perspectives and self-efficacy in

creating a more equitable blended learning environment.

During the course design process, I took field notes on the professional development session and my experiences working with

designers. I also gathered data on framework implementation through course audits. The post-design interviews were conducted with

the same designers after the courses for the semester were completed. These semi-structured interviews ranged from 30 to 40 minutes
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and focused on their experiences during the design process and their perceptions of the initiative’s impact. Table 7 shows the
alignment of post-design interview questions with research questions.
Table 7

Alignment of Post-Design Interview Questions With Research Questions.

Interview Question Purpose/Rationale Research
Question
Alignment®
Describe your experience designing the online courses Capture reflections on practice and experiences RQ1 & RQ2
for this initiative. with implementation.
How did it compare to previous online course design Identify changes in practice and perspective. RQ1 & RQ2
you’ve taken part in?
How did the professional learning experience impact Evaluate the impact of professional development on RQ2
your understanding of effective online course design practice.
practices?
Were there any specific concepts, methodologies, or Identify valuable frameworks and practices. RQ2

tools introduced during your professional learning that
had a significant influence on your approach to online
course design?

How has your approach to online course design evolved  Capture changes in mindset and self-efficacy. RQ2
since taking part in this initiative?

Table continues
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Interview Question Purpose/Rationale Research

Question
Alignment®
What challenges did you run into and how did you Document barriers and solutions in design. RQ1 & RQ2
overcome them?
How do you define the Community of Inquiry model in ~ Assess understanding of Col. RQ2
eLearning?
Do you believe it is an important framework for online Evaluate perceived value of Col. RQ2
education? Why or why not?
Can you provide examples of how you promote social Document strategies for fostering community. RQ2
presence in your online courses to create a sense of
community among students?
How dq you foster cognltlye presence in your ophne Probe strategies for deep learning. RQ2
teaching to ensure meaningful and deep learning
experiences for students?
How do you encourage and facilitate online discussions ~ Explore practices aligned with Col. RQ2
to promote both social and cognitive presence within
the Community of Inquiry framework?
Have you integrated collaborative activities or group Capture design strategies for collaboration. RQ2

projects to enhance social and cognitive presence in
your online courses? If so, can you share an example?

Table continues
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Interview Question Purpose/Rationale Research
Question
Alignment®
How do you address potential challenges related to Reveal problem-solving strategies related to equity. RQ2
student engagement and motivation in the online
learning environment within the Community of Inquiry
model?
What are the ways, if any, in which the Col model is Connect equity practices with Col framework. RQ2
enhanced by a Culturally Relevant and Sustaining
Pedagogy?
What strategies do you use to assess the effectiveness of ~ Document reflective practices and evaluation. RQ2
your implementation of the frameworks in eLearning?
What are your predictions for student outcomes in your Capture expectations for equity and learning impact. RQ2

course?

# Research Question 1 (RQ1) relates to educators’ perceptions of their experiences and the impacts of implementing a layered

approach to online course design. Research Question 2 (RQ2) relates to changes in educators’ perspectives and self-efficacy in

creating a more equitable blended learning environment.

Interviews took place with two instructors who volunteered to participate. Two semi-structured interviews took place with

each instructor, one before the semester began and the other at the conclusion of the semester. The pre-semester interviews, lasting

approximately 20 to 30 minutes, explored teachers’ understanding of the redesign, their confidence in implementing a blended
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learning model, and their expectations regarding the impact on the learning environment. Table 8 shows the alignment of the

semi-structured pre-semester interview questions with the research questions.

Table 8

Alignment of Semi-Structured Pre-Semester Instructor Interview Questions With Research Questions

Interview Question Purpose/Rationale Research Question
Alignment®
Tell me about yourself, including your cultural and Establish context; understand positionality and RQI
educational background. identity factors shaping practice.
How has your background impacted your teaching Connect lived experience to pedagogy; RQI
practices? explore influences on teaching.
What would you say is your teaching philosophy? Surface core beliefs about teaching and RQI
learning.
What has most influenced your philosophy of teaching? Identify experiences, people, or contexts RQI
shaping practice.
Tell me about your experience with teaching online and Gather baseline experiences with modality. RQ1 & RQ2
blended courses.
How does your teaching philosophy translate into a Link philosophy to design choices. RQ2

blended course design?

Table continues
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Interview Question Purpose/Rationale Research Question
Alignment®
How do you feel about this redesign and the course you are Capture perceptions of the new framework. RQI & RQ2
going to teach?
How is this different than before? Highlight shifts in practice, mindset, or RQ2
structure.
What challenges do you foresee for yourself and for your Anticipate barriers; reveal teacher perceptions RQ1 & RQ2
students? of constraints.
What sort of impact do you think this redesigned course Directly probe equity lens and student RQ2
will have on the experiences of marginalized students? outcomes.
What strategies will you use to assess the effectiveness of ~ Understand approaches to reflection, evidence RQ2
your course instruction? of success, and self-efficacy.
What does success look like? Clarify educator-defined outcomes and goals. RQ2

# Research Question 1 (RQ1) relates to educators’ perceptions of their experiences and the impacts of implementing a layered

approach to online course design. Research Question 2 (RQ2) relates to changes in educators’ perspectives and self-efficacy in

creating a more equitable blended learning environment.

Throughout the semester, I took field notes on the professional development sessions, my experiences working with all 19

instructors, and my observations during classroom walk-throughs of the physical space. At the mid-point of the semester, I created an

instructor survey that was distributed by the district and later analyzed by me. The survey included both Likert-scale items and
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open-ended questions that asked instructors to reflect on their experiences with the initiative up to that point. The purpose of the

survey was to gather formative feedback on the implementation, to better understand instructors’ perceptions of the redesigned

courses, and to identify areas of strength and challenge as the program unfolded (see Table 9). Twelve of the 19 instructors responded,

providing a representative sample of perspectives that informed both ongoing support efforts and my findings. Five of the respondents

were English teachers, five were math, and two were science.

Table 9

Mid-Semester Instructor Survey Questions, Purpose, and Alignment With Research Questions

Category Survey Questions Purpose/Rationale Alignment with
Research
Questions?
Overall Course Overall, I would rate the quality of the course as Capture instructors’ overall RQ1
Quality outstanding. perception of course
quality and effectiveness.
Clarity and The course instructions and materials are clear and Assess clarity, structure, and RQI1
Effectiveness of the concise. instructional effectiveness
Course from the instructor

The course objectives and expectations of students are
clear and concise.

perspective.

Table continues
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Category Survey Questions Purpose/Rationale Alignment with
Research
Questions?
Clarity and The content of this course enables me to facilitate a
Effectiveness of the deep understanding of the concepts for my students.
Course (continued) Course assignments help students in learning the
subject matter.
Complexity and length of the course assignments are
reasonable.
Fairness and The course requirements for student achievement are Examine fairness, relevance, RQI & RQ2
Relevance of the reasonable. and student learning
Course The grading procedures for the course are fair. outcom}e 5 1dent1fy'
perceptions of equity and
The assessments cover the most important aspects of effectiveness.
the course.
Students obtained important knowledge and skills in
this class.
Design of the Course  The course is organized well. Evaluate design quality, RQI1

The course utilized a variety of instructional strategies
to engage student learning.

A variety of online tools were embedded in course
design.

engagement strategies, and
alignment with best
practices in blended
learning.

Table continues
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Category Survey Questions Purpose/Rationale Alignment with
Research
Questions?
Design of the Course  The instructional strategies and activities respected
(continued) students’ prior knowledge.
The lessons were designed to engage students as
members of a learning community.
Instructor I felt prepared for this course. Assess self-efficacy, RQ2
I am enthusiastic about teaching this course. cogﬁdence, and ab.lhty to
facilitate community and
I am able to foster collaboration between students. collaboration.
I am able to develop a sense of community and
belonging within the classroom.
I am able to provide timely feedback.
I am able to help my students set goals to complete the
course on time.
Open-Ended What are the strengths of the new Credit Recovery Gather qualitative feedback RQI & RQ2
Questions model? on successes and areas for

What needs to be addressed in order to make this
model more effective?

improvement; explore
perceived impact of the
initiative.
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# Research Question 1 (RQ1) relates to educators’ perceptions of their experiences and the impacts of implementing a layered

approach to online course design. Research Question 2 (RQ2) relates to changes in educators’ perspectives and self-efficacy in

creating a more equitable blended learning environment.

The post-semester interviews ranged from 30 to 40 minutes, focused on participating instructors’ experiences during the

semester, their perceptions of their ability to create an equitable blended learning environment, and their perceptions of the initiative’s

impact. Table 10 shows the alignment of the semi-structured post-semester interview questions with the research questions.

Table 10

Alignment of Post-Semester Instructor Interview Questions with Research Questions

Interview Question Purpose/Rationale Research Question
Alignment®
Describe your experience teaching the redesigned Capture teacher reflections on practice and RQ1 & RQ2
course. experiences with implementation.
How did it compare to previous online course Identify perceived changes, growth, and RQ1 & RQ2
instruction you’ve taken part in? differences in instructional approach.
Were there any specific concepts, methodologies, Explore connections between theory and practice; RQ2

or frameworks that had a significant influence surface what teachers found valuable.
on your approach to online course design?

Table continues
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Interview Question

Purpose/Rationale

Research Question

Alignment®
What challenges did you run into and how did Document barriers and problem-solving strategies; RQ1 & RQ2
you overcome them? reveal shifts in efficacy.
How do you define the Community of Inquiry? Assess teachers’ understanding of the Col RQ2
framework.
Do you believe it is an important framework for ~ Capture educators’ evaluation of the framework’s RQ2
online education? Why or why not? value.
Can you provide examples of how you promote  Identify strategies that foster community and RQ2
social presence in your online courses to create engagement.
a sense of community among students?
How do you foster cognitive presence in your Explore methods that develop critical thinking and RQ2
online teaching to ensure meaningful and deep knowledge construction.
learning experiences for students?
How do you encourage and facilitate online Investigate discussion practices that align with Col RQ2
discussions to promote both social and principles.
cognitive presence within the Community of
Inquiry framework?
Have you integrated collaborative activities or Document instructional design choices that build RQ2

group projects to enhance social and cognitive
presence in your online courses? If so, can you
share an example?

collaboration.

Table continues
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Interview Question

Purpose/Rationale

Research Question

Alignment®
How do you address potential challenges related  Reveal strategies for overcoming barriers to equity RQ2
to student engagement and motivation in the and engagement.
online learning environment within the
Community of Inquiry model?
What are the ways, if any, in which the Col Directly link Col to culturally responsive RQ2
model is enhanced by a Culturally Relevant practices; equity-focused.
and Sustaining Pedagogy?
What strategies do you use to assess the Understand reflective practice and self-efficacy. RQ2
effectiveness of your course instruction?
What sort of impact do you think this redesigned  Probe expectations of equity outcomes. RQ2
course will have on the experiences of
marginalized students?
What are your reflections on student outcomes in ~ Capture post-hoc insights into effectiveness and RQ2
your course? equity.
What hopes do you have for credit recovery as it  Identify future-oriented thinking and broader RQ2

evolves?

implications.

creating a more equitable blended learning environment

# Research Question 1 (RQ1) relates to educators’ perceptions of their experiences and the impacts of implementing a layered

approach to online course design. Research Question 2 (RQ2) relates to changes in educators’ perspectives and self-efficacy in



At the end of the semester, [ was given access to the course data, which included
information on student demographics as well as credits attempted and credits earned.
Figure 4 provides a visualization of the sequence of data collection within a timeline.
Figure 4
Data Collection Timeline

December Designer Onboarding & Professional
2023 Development
Designer Pre-Interviews begin

April 2024 Document analysis of courses

July 2024 Instructor Onboarding & Professional Development
Instructor Pre-Interviews
First day of school; walk throughs begin

September District Instructor Feedback Survey Administered
2024

November Instructor Professional Development
2024

Semester Ends

December District Course Data Collected
0094 istrict Course Data Collecte:
January Post-Interviews Begin
2025

. Outside the semester

Within the Semester

Data Analysis
After data collection was complete, data analysis allowed me to engage deeply
with the data to identify patterns, themes, and insights aligned with the study’s guiding
frameworks. To promote research quality and rigor, I drew on Anfara et al.’s (2002)
discussion of how making the qualitative research process more public can enhance

transparency and understanding of analytic decisions in educational research. Several
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strategies were employed to enhance the quality, rigor, and trustworthiness of this

research, which are summarized in Table 11.

Table 11

Summary of Data Collection, Analysis, and Rigor Procedures

Data Source Types of Analysis Strategies for Assessing
Quality and Rigor
Interviews Deductive and Inductive Member Checking
Analysis Systematic Coding Process
Triangulation
Course Audits Document Analysis Audit Trail
Triangulation

Surveys

Classroom Walkthroughs

Field Notes
Conversations
Meetings

Professional
Development Session

Likert Frequency
Distribution

Inductive Thematic
Analysis

Observational Analysis of
Physical Space

Deductive and Inductive
Analysis

Discourse Analysis

Systematic Coding Process
Thick Description

Triangulation

Thick Description
Triangulation
Prolonged Engagement
Reflexivity

Systematic Coding Process

The field notes, interviews, and open-ended survey responses were analyzed using

deductive and inductive thematic analysis. In deductive analysis, the researcher begins

with certain expectations or themes in mind, actively searching for these anticipated

themes, hoping to uncover patterns (Privitera & Ahlgrim-Delzell, 2019). I conducted a

deductive analysis of this study’s qualitative data by actively searching for the elements
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of the Col framework and tenets of the CRSP framework. I used this in concert with
inductive analysis to remain open to any ideas expressed by the narratives.

After each interview, member checking was conducted by inviting participants to
review their transcripts and clarify their reflections, helping to eliminate the possibility of
misrepresentation (McKim, 2023). This process enhances the study’s rigor by improving
accuracy, building trust, and ensuring authenticity. Data triangulation was employed to
corroborate and elaborate on the data collected and minimize potential bias while
enhancing the generalizability of the findings (Donkoh & Mensah, 2023). This included
interviewing participants with diverse perspectives on the same issue. Additionally,
interviews were combined with document analysis, surveys, and observations to increase
the completeness of the findings, generate richer data, and achieve a broader
understanding of the case (Hussein, 2009).

A document analysis was conducted to analyze the course design and seek
convergence and corroboration of the data (Bowen, 2009a) through a course audit. All
courses were analyzed in full to understand their structure and content and assess the
alignment between course materials and the key components of the adopted frameworks.
To enhance trustworthiness, an audit trail was maintained throughout the document
analysis process (Bowen, 2009b). A detailed inventory of student-facing materials and
activities was created, and each item was reviewed to identify evidence of framework
implementation. This systematic approach enhances transparency, dependability, and
confirmability.

The survey included both Likert-scale items and open-response questions. Likert

items were analyzed descriptively to identify response patterns, trends, and potential
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insights. While statistical reliability testing was not conducted, thick description
increased the trustworthiness of the findings by situating them within the broader context
of participant perspectives. Thick description involves not only detailing what
participants say, but also providing contextual insight into their experiences, beliefs, and
environments to convey the deeper meaning behind their responses (Geertz, 1973). Thick
description was achieved in this study by situating the findings in the broader context and
triangulating the Likert-scale data with analysis of the open-ended questions. The
triangulation enhanced rigor through inductive thematic analysis of the qualitative
responses, which involved systematic coding and integration of participant quotes
(Ponterotto, 2006). This process supported consistency and ensured that interpretations
were grounded in participants’ own words and experiences (Buccino et al., 2016).

Physical characteristics of classroom environments affect student learning (Barrett
et al., 2017). This suggests that the physical setup of a classroom can either support or
hinder the goals of equitable blended learning. Therefore, an observational analysis of the
physical learning spaces was conducted with a focus on the layout and arrangement of the
classroom. Recording attributes of the physical space can provide insights about
human—environment interactions and increase a study’s external validity (Sussman,
2016). Furthermore, used in concert with thick description, I could provide detailed,
contextualized observations that enabled nuanced interpretations, contributing to
credibility and transferability.

I kept detailed field notes to transform my lived experiences and observations into
analytically usable data (Emerson et al., 2011). Notes taken during and after

conversations, meetings, and professional development sessions served as raw material
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for coding and interpretation through thematic analysis. Through reflexive writing, I also
could examine my role within the study, acknowledge potential biases, and reflect on my
reactions as a participant—observer. This reflexivity helped to ensure findings were
grounded in the data.

Field notes were analyzed using both deductive and inductive approaches, as well
as discourse analysis. Discourse analysis examined how participants constructed shared
meaning, positioned themselves and others, and reinforced or challenged institutional
norms (Gee, 2014). During the discourse analysis, I focused on how language choices,
such as shifts in tone, emphasis, and omissions, revealed particular perspectives. This
approach supported analytic rigor by grounding interpretations in participants’ actual
language within specific contexts. Rigor was further enhanced through prolonged
engagement, which allowed for deeper, more nuanced interpretations and reduced the
risk of superficial analysis, thereby strengthening credibility (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Taken together, these strategies enhanced the overall trustworthiness of the study.
Credibility was supported through prolonged and active engagement with participants
and ongoing peer debriefing, which helped ensure that interpretations were accurate and
grounded in the data. Confirmability was maintained through continuous reflexivity,
allowing me to critically examine my positionality and potential biases throughout the
research process. Transferability was addressed by providing rich, contextualized
descriptions of the setting, participants, and procedures, enabling readers to assess the

applicability of the finding to other educational contexts.

81



Researcher Positionality and Reflexivity

As the digital integration specialist and designer of one of the online courses
under study, I entered this research with an embedded role. This position provided me
with an insider’s perspective on the initiative’s goals, structures, and expectations.
Simultaneously, I also was an outsider in my role as researcher, as I sought to document
and interpret teachers’ experiences. My dual position as a participant—observer offered
unique insights but also demanded ongoing reflexivity to balance support and inquiry.

My responsibilities were multilayered throughout the study. As a digital
integration specialist, I contributed to selecting the frameworks and developing course
structures that designers and instructors would implement. In this capacity, I supported
designers and instructors as they navigated course creation and implementation. As a
designer, I embedded the selected frameworks into course design and created a
foundation that supported a blended learning classroom. As a researcher, I observed and
analyzed these same dynamics. These overlapping roles were not always easily separated.
For example, because of my contribution to the initiative’s development I held a strong
desire for the initiative to succeed. This investment made it difficult at times to
distinguish professional aspirations from objective observation. I had to remain critically
aware of how this commitment might shape the way I interpreted participants’
experiences or highlighted certain findings.

Navigating Bias, Reflexivity, and Trustworthiness

A common critique of participant observation is the potential lack of objectivity

(Tacano et al., 2009). This study represents an example of inquiry from the inside, as |

was deeply involved in both the design and implementation of the initiative. Recognizing
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that my interpretations could be shaped by personal investment, I approached the
research with deliberate and ongoing reflexivity.

My investigation was overt; co-participants and informants were informed of the
nature and scope of the investigation (Iacono et al., 2009). It is possible that my presence
influenced how they behaved or what they chose to share. The ethnographic methods I
used allowed me to draw upon my own experiences, which naturally included subjective
material. To account for this, I documented analytic memos about moments when my
dual roles may have influenced the research process, and I engaged in peer debriefing to
surface assumptions I might otherwise overlook.

I also considered how my positionality intersects with the White racial frame,
which has shaped my worldview. Through intentional practice of critical consciousness, I
worked to identify and disrupt deficit perspectives and examine my interpretations
through an equity lens. Rather than attempting to eliminate subjectivity, I acknowledged
how it shaped my insights and aimed to present the data transparently. This approach
provides readers a pathway to follow my argument, assess the validity of the findings,
and form their own conclusions (Iacono et al., 2009). The value of this reflexive approach
is how it provides a richer, more contextualized understanding of the process.

Potential Implications

The results of this research will potentially build on the existing literature
surrounding the implementation of the Col framework by focusing on its use in
secondary education online course design. The layered approach with the CRSP
framework will potentially address educational equity within education, specifically

online learning spaces. Further, it will provide a protocol for professional development
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and online course design that will lead to positive learning outcomes. Ultimately, this
study contributes to the growing body of research on equitable education and technology
integration by examining how educators adapt and implement new technologies,
specifically through integrating the Col framework and CRSP, in online credit recovery
courses. It explores how these adaptations influence teaching practices, shape learning
environments for racially marginalized students, and reveal the opportunities and
challenges that technological change presents in fostering equity.

Summary

This study investigates the integration of the Col framework within a CRSP in
online credit recovery courses at an urban high school. Grounded in the ontological
worldview of critical realism, the research is informed by social constructivism and
critical theory, emphasizing the interplay between individual experiences and broader
systemic structures. A qualitative case study design was employed to explore educators’
perceptions and the contextual factors shaping equitable blended learning environments. |
assumed a dual role as both participant and observer, utilizing ethnographic methods such
as overt participant observation, interviews, field notes, surveys, walk-throughs, and
course audits over one year.

In this chapter, the study setting and participant demographics were
contextualized within the historical backdrop of racial segregation and integration,
highlighting how enduring inequities influence current educational practices. The chapter
also traced the development and implementation of the blended learning program,
designed to align with state standards while embedding the Col framework and CRSP

principles. The initiative aims to foster inclusive, collaborative, and critically engaging
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online learning experiences. Multiple data analysis methods were employed to examine
the perspectives and perceptions of the educators in realizing that goal. The study
involved several types of analysis. Strategies to ensure rigor and trustworthiness were
carefully applied throughout.

Chapter Four presents the findings that emerged from engaging directly with
course designers and instructors involved in the online credit recovery course initiative.
The chapter focuses on how educators interpreted, implemented, and experienced the
integration of the Col framework within a CRSP. The findings align closely with the
original research questions, offering insight into the realities of translating equity-focused
design principles into practice. However, a critical set of findings emerged unexpectedly

during data analysis, which will be addressed in Chapter Five.
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CHAPTER FOUR
ENGAGING WITH COURSE DESIGNERS AND INSTRUCTORS

Credit recovery programs are often racialized spaces that lack digital equity and
rely heavily on content delivery models confined within LMSs. These limitations create
learning environments that fail to extend meaningfully beyond the digital platform. This
case study examines a district’s credit recovery redesign initiative’s implementation of a
culturally responsive and sustaining framework, integrated within an eLearning design
framework. This study explores how this approach influences the design and
implementation of credit recovery courses to foster a more equitable blended learning
experience.

By engaging in and observing this district initiative, I investigated how educators
adapted and applied these frameworks in course design and facilitation, with particular
attention to their impact on teaching and learning environments for racially marginalized
students. This chapter presents the findings related to the study’s central research
question: How does an initiative to integrate the Col framework and CRSP into online
credit recovery courses impact the teaching and learning environment for racially
marginalized students? To explore this question in greater depth, two sub-questions
guided the analysis:

1. What are educators’ perceptions concerning the experiences and impacts

of implementing a layered approach to their online course design with

marginalized students in mind?
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2. How do participating educators’ perspectives and self-efficacy toward
creating a more equitable blended learning environment change through
their participation in the initiative?

This chapter uses qualitative case study methods to present findings illuminating these
research questions. The results are organized into two sections: course designers and
course instructors. Chapter Five will discuss emerging themes and insights that extend
beyond the initial scope of inquiry.
Course Designers

This section presents the findings related to course design, focusing specifically
on the designers’ perceptions of their experiences and the impacts of implementing a
layered approach to their online course design. The findings have been categorized
thematically to capture key areas of focus that emerged across participants’ experiences.
Through thematic categorization, I highlight how educators navigated course design and
how their experiences reflect broader challenges and opportunities in developing
equitable blended learning environments. Through qualitative analysis, three major
themes emerged: framework implementation, content adaptation, and expectations and
emerging concerns.
Framework Implementation

Deductive analysis involves approaching data with pre-established themes or
concepts, guiding the researcher to look for evidence that aligns with those anticipated
patterns (Privitera & Ahlgrim-Delzell, 2019). I began my analysis with a deductive

approach by examining the qualitative data through the lens of Col and CRSP
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frameworks. I applied the frameworks as a starting point in anticipation of the core
concepts appearing in the data (Azungah, 2018).
Community of Inquiry

Col aims to extend eLearning beyond content delivery by establishing a
community of inquiry. Developed by Garrison et al. (2000), “a community of inquiry is a
collaborative approach to thinking and learning” (p. 11), which is created through the
development of three interdependent elements—teacher, cognitive, and social presence.
My findings, summarized in Table 12, indicate that designers found it challenging to

balance these elements in their course designs.

Table 12
Col Findings Summary
Presence Definition® Findings
| | |
Teaching Planning, guiding, and Designers felt distant from
Presence managing cognitive and instructors.
soc1a} activities to achieve Designers were not confident that
learning outcomes that are . .
o their course design created the
both personally significant . .
. foundation for teaching
and educationally valuable.
presence.
Cognitive The extent to which learners ~ Designers operated under a
Presence can construct and confirm traditional definition of
meaning through sustained cognition.

reflection and discourse. .
Designers created few

opportunities for reflection or
discourse.

Table continues
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Presence Definition® Findings
| I I

Social Presence ~ Learners recognize Designers felt unable to create a
themselves as part of a structure for facilitating social
group, engaging in open presence.

communication within a
trustworthy setting, and
forming personal and
emotional connections.

Designers shifted the
responsibility of social presence
to the instructor.

Designers felt distanced from
course facilitation.

 Definitions from E-Learning in the 21st Century: A Community of Inquiry Framework
for Research and Practice by D. R. Garrison, 2017, Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group.
Teaching Presence

A key component of teaching presence is the understanding that all participants,
including students, contribute to the educational experience. However, what was notably
absent from the findings was evidence of the learner’s role in contributing to achieving
academic goals. In their post-design interviews, course designers primarily emphasized
the instructor’s role as the facilitator responsible for fostering a community of learning.
They also expressed uncertainty about how effectively they had served as architects of a
course design that successfully empowers instructors to implement a blended learning
experience. “Emma” commented that while she kept teaching presence in mind, it was
not reflected in the course design.

The Canvas course is just the shell, the teacher needs to make it a learning

environment. So, I definitely don’t feel like I really put much in the actual Canvas

course, but [teaching presence] absolutely was in the back of my mind. (Emma)
“Evelyn” spoke about the difficulty of creating a course for someone else, remarking,

“You’re creating this course for someone else to teach. So, you’re having to anticipate

what they know, what they don’t know, and what they might do with it.” “Derek”
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reflected on how, while he could put things in place, there might be a disconnect as he
would not be teaching the course, stating, “I can create everything, but I’'m not the one
that’s doing it, I’'m not the one experiencing it, I think that’s where it gets tough” (Derek).
These findings highlight a key tension in designing for teaching presence: the designer’s
recognition of teachers’ critical role in fostering teaching presence and the inherent
challenge of creating a course for someone else to teach. Their reflections revealed a
sense of distance from the instructors who would ultimately facilitate the courses. The
lack of direct collaboration made teaching presence difficult to fully embed in the course
design.
Cognitive Presence

Designers concentrated on creating course structures that would support
instructors in facilitating cognitive presence. The goal was to design learning experiences
that promote critical thinking and deep understanding by guiding students through
thoughtfully organized content that provided opportunities for reflection and discourse.
The designer’s reflections in the post-design interviews suggest they had a more
traditional definition of cognition, limited to the processing involved in learning. Emma
was focused on the prerequisite skills that provided the foundation for new learning.

We talked about pinpointing the priority standards. I also tried to really think

through what prerequisite skills are the kids typically lacking in order to be able to

do what the standard is actually asking. (Emma)
Evelyn identified priority standards and focused on the skills needed for students to be
successful on the assessments.

I think that I tried to really take a look at the priority standards and kind of base

things off of that. And so, I was trying to design the assessments with those in

mind, as well as if I’'m a student who is expected to do this, what skills do I
absolutely need to know? (Evelyn)
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Evelyn would go on to note that she believed that achieving a deep level of understanding
is difficult for students working independently, especially in a self-paced environment, “I
think the deep level of understanding that we would hope that they would get in a
classroom is going to be challenging for the kids to do on their own.” This was further
evidenced by the document analysis of the courses, which revealed that most course
modules followed a repeating input—quiz pattern, creating a content delivery model with
few opportunities for reflection or discourse, revealing a misunderstanding of cognitive
presence.
Social Presence

Social presence involves creating a supportive and collaborative learning
environment. For the designers, creating the means for collaborative work to occur was
the most challenging aspect of course design, especially given the understanding that
students would learning in different parts of the course while in the same physical
classroom. Designers had to rely heavily on the teacher in the room, though they did not
know who that would be. In their post-design interviews, their reflections indicated that
they felt they could not create a structure for social presence facilitation. Emma reflected
on a disconnect between the online and in-person components of the course, particularly
concerning collaboration and community building. She felt that her course design did not
explicitly support these aspects and instead placed the responsibility for fostering social
presence on the teacher facilitating the course.

It was really designed more so like the student does this independently, the

teacher needs to track it, and then they need to create the collaboration piece in

the room separately, off of the computer, with problems and assignments and
explanations that align to the standard they’re doing.... We need to hold the
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teacher, the in-person teacher, accountable to tracking students, and this, so I need
a bare minimum in here. (Emma)

Evelyn struggled to reconcile the self-paced aspect of the course with the goal of
collaboration. The self-paced component of blended learning made it difficult for her to
envision how meaningful collaboration and community building could be effectively
supported through course design.

I think that the most challenging is the social presence, because it’s just the online

setting. I know that teachers are essentially teaching it in class, and they’re

supposed to be a piece of some sort of collaboration and things like that, but it’s

just kind of hard when you’re doing the self-paced course. (Evelyn)
Derek spoke about how building community was still the most significant challenge at
the end of the design process. “My biggest struggle is trying to figure out how do we
build community with it” (Derek). Emphasizing human connection in the online space
through activities that facilitate interaction is essential for maintaining social presence.
However, in the document analysis of the courses, it was noted that only English, U.S.
history, and biology had embedded opportunities for interaction within the courses in the
form of discussion boards and interactive activities. These findings emphasize their
feelings of distance from course facilitation and demonstrate a lack of understanding of
how opportunities for collaboration can be embedded within course design.
Culturally Responsive and Sustaining Pedagogy

The credit recovery initiative was based on layering the Col framework within a
CRSP. Implementing culturally responsive and sustaining pedagogical practices involves
several key considerations: awareness, community building, cognitive development, and

critical consciousness. In my deductive analysis, I sought to identify specific themes

related to these considerations. The findings, summarized in Table 13, revealed that while
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some themes were present, they primarily emerged in discussions about the barriers and

challenges to full implementation. Certain expected themes were absent from the

narratives.
Table 13
CRSP Findings Summary
Domain Definition® Findings
Awareness Understanding educational Misalignment between
inequalities, challenging biased theory and practice.
systems, and appreciating students’
strengths and diverse backgrounds.
Cognitive Leveraging an equity mindset and Course designs fit a
Development learning science to disrupt a culture  one-size-fits-all format.
of 10\')v' expectations and shift the Courses did not offer ways
cognitive load to students. .
to engage with the
material in meaningful
ways.
Community Creating a supportive and positive Few structures are intended
Building classroom environment to foster to aid in collaborative
both interpersonal and academic learning.
achievements. Designers placed all
responsibility for
community building on
the instructor.
No reflective practices.
No foundation for a
supportive and inclusive
classroom environment.
Designers felt distanced
from course facilitation.
Critical Enabling students to use their Absent from narratives and
Consciousness cognitive abilities to understand course designs.

and address injustices, equipping
them to utilize their education to
enhance their lives, schools, and
communities.
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 Definitions from Culturally Responsive & Sustaining Pedagogy (CRSP) Framework
Research Base Overview by Throughline Learning, 2023.
Awareness

During their pre-design interviews, the course designers professed commitment to
the principles of CRSP. Emma explained that, for her, Culturally Responsive Teaching
(CRT) means recognizing students’ cultural backgrounds and ensuring they have access
to the same opportunities as everyone else.

Culturally responsive teaching to me means that you are learning where your
students come from, what their background is, what their culture is in general, and
then ensuring that you’re providing them with the same opportunities for success
that anyone else would be getting. So, you’re not lowering expectations, you’re
providing them with the same opportunity to the curriculum, to the expectations,
to just succeed later in life, so that they have all the same opportunities that
anyone else would have, no matter what. (Emma)

Similarly, Evelyn described CRT as ensuring students see themselves reflected in the
curriculum and have access to resources that enable their success.

Culturally responsive teaching means having an understanding of the students that
are in your classroom and making sure that they are represented in everything that
they see and interact with. Making sure that students are given all the resources
that they need in order to access a very rigorous curriculum. You want to have,
when you’re using resources and things for teaching, multiple perspectives,
different backgrounds, different life experiences, so that students can see
themselves and what they’re learning. (Evelyn)

Derek noted that culturally responsive teaching requires considering not only the cultures
present in the classroom but also the broader diversity students may not directly
experience.
Culturally responsive teaching to me is taking into account every aspect of
cultures, even if they’re not necessarily present within your building or your
school culture. The way that you can utilize different cultures to solidify the
understanding of people, even if they haven’t experienced other people, is one of

the biggest parts of culturally responsive teaching. It is also the idea that intent is
not always able to be viewed by everyone. So, teaching from a perspective of you
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can’t always understand what people believe your intent to be. So, you need to be
viewing it from those different perspectives all the time. (Derek)

The designers’ understanding of CRT reflects their district’s commitment to equity and
inclusion through professional development. It’s clear that CRT is valued and has been
emphasized in training. The document analysis revealed that while the designers could
articulate the importance of cultural responsiveness, they often struggled to translate that
knowledge into concrete, actionable design strategies. The absence of culturally relevant
content, contextualized learning, or diverse engagement strategies reveals a misalignment
between theory and practice.
Cognitive Development

Within CRSP, the tenet of cognitive development emphasizes the importance of
equity in course design by encouraging educators to adopt an equity mindset, apply
learning science, and shift the cognitive load to students. This involves designing courses
that are accessible to diverse learning styles and that provide opportunities for students to
process and apply information meaningfully. In her pre-design interview, Evelyn echoed
this principle when she reflected on the district’s expected course format limitations. She
noted that the standard design is a one-size-fits-all approach that fails to support students’
diverse learning styles.

Essentially, everybody is kind of getting the same thing. So, there’s as if there are

pieces where equity might be lacking.... I don’t know what’s happening beyond

what we’ve created in the curriculum, and it’s pretty just cut and dry. This is what

itis. (Evelyn)
Her observations about the course design’s failure to accommodate diverse learning

styles and its lack of cultural relevance underscore a key tension in implementing the

framework: the gap between the goals of CRSP and the constraints imposed by existing

95



templates and expectations. Derek reinforced this tension by attempting to design a more
flexible course structure to better accommodate students’ needs.

I also tried to make as many different components within the course that could be

from different learning styles that could be if you didn’t get it this way, we’re

going to be able to try to hit it a different way. So, we’re not just looking at a

one-size-fits-all. (Derek)

Despite his intentions, document analysis of course materials revealed that the final
design did not reflect the level of adaptability for which he had aimed. The only form of
differentiation embedded in course design was process differentiation, offering videos as
an alternative to readings. These findings highlight a limitation in creating an
environment where they can engage with the material in meaningful ways.

These findings indicate that the designers struggled with the constraints of the
prescribed course template and the required module structure. While designers controlled
the content, they had little say in course organization and faced limited flexibility, a key
element of accessibility.

Community Building

In their pre-design interviews, the designers clearly understood community
building and how it manifests in their content and traditional classrooms. Emma spoke
about the importance of relationships: “I want to build a good relationship with them to
support them, understand where they’re coming from, understand their culture, all the
things.” Evelyn reflected on building engagement through curricular choices.

For language arts, I think a big piece is when we’re bringing in pieces for students

to read. Who are the authors? When they’re reading certain things, where are they

taking place? What’s the setting of it? Is it the same thing over and over again, or

are we getting a bunch of different varieties of experiences and things like that?
That they’re interacting with. (Evelyn)
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Derek also saw community-building opportunities in the curriculum when he responded,
“I want them to see themselves in the lessons.” However, during the post-design
interviews, only Evelyn could point to an intentional attempt to embed this tenet into her
online course design.

I think that in the same aspect of choosing texts, you try to find ones that are a

little bit more culturally relevant to the population that would see them. And

maybe kids might see themselves a little bit more. (Evelyn)
The document analysis of the courses indicates that course designers attempted to use
resources and stories that reflect the diversity of the student body but revealed few
structures intended to aid in collaborative learning. The designers placed all responsibility
for community building on the instructor, offering no concrete structures to serve as a
foundation for a supportive and inclusive classroom environment. This further
underscores the sense of distance felt by course designers from both the instructors
facilitating the courses and the classroom environment where the course would take
place.

Deductive analyses explored findings through the lens of the established
frameworks. The data collected around framework implementation highlights a
misalignment between the designers’ philosophical understanding of the frameworks,
their practical application in course design, and actual implementation. Additional
insights emerged through inductive analysis. These findings were not directly anticipated
but surfaced through thematic analysis of participant interviews and document analysis.
The themes of content adaptation and of expectations and emerging concerns,
summarized in Table 14, offer a deeper understanding of the educators’ perceptions

concerning the experiences and impacts of course design.
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Table 14

Insights Into Course Design Findings Summary

Observed Themes Findings

Content Adaptation Limited resources constrained curriculum design.

Time limitations led to the relocation of content rather than
intentional redesign.

Practices often lacked alignment with the program’s intended
frameworks and learning goals.

Expectations The initiative aimed to disrupt the cycle of repeated credit
recovery by offering a more supportive and flexible learning
model.

It was designed to promote students’ long-term academic
growth and re-engagement with learning.

Emerging Concerns Persistent misalignment among stakeholders contributed to
unclear and inconsistent expectations.

Risk of classes functioning like study halls.

Designers feared low levels of student motivation and
engagement would further complicate implementation.

Content Adaptation

Content adaptation refers to how educators modify course content for the online
space. Designers had to transform the existing curriculum to fit an online format, which
would be the foundation of the credit recovery program. This theme underscores the
importance of thoughtful curriculum design in creating an equitable blended learning
environment. Before the course design began, the designers knew that adapting a full
semester curriculum to the new credit recovery blended learning model would be
challenging. Although licensed in the content areas, all three interviewed designers were
no longer classroom teachers and had to rely on resources shared by department chairs or

open-source educational resources. During the pre-design interview, each designer
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mentioned content adaptation as a challenge. Emma spoke about the difficulty in
knowing where to start and how to organize the content.

It’s never been done in this way.... I don’t really know where to start or how I

actually make this different from [the previous model].... How much do I put on a

page? Where do I put it? How do I title it? How do I outline it? (Emma)

Evelyn was concerned about the shift from designing for a traditional classroom to an
online environment. “I’m used to designing courses where it’s a traditional setting for a
full semester. How do we make it more compact while still giving them access to
everything they need to do?” Derek anticipated issues with maintaining the integrity of
the traditional course as it is adapted. “One of the problems that exists is getting [the
students] to prove that they’ve now learned it while still maintaining the integrity of the
course in general.” These statements indicated that the designers anticipated difficulty
with course design and content adaptation.

During the post-design interviews, when the challenges were revisited, the
designers provided detailed insights on how those challenges came up in the design
process. Emma reflected on the difficulties around adapting the curriculum that would
not follow what was mapped out for the traditional classrooms.

Initially, it was very confusing because it was really hard to figure out what to

align to what standards and at what level. Part of the confusion and the difficulty

there was trying to align it to a curriculum that doesn’t necessarily lend itself to

the purpose of Credit Recovery, and also doesn’t necessarily align to the scope

and sequence that the other courses are using. So that initial part was really hard.
Evelyn had trouble balancing the available resources from the district curriculum with
open-source educational resources.

I think the biggest [challenge] was just finding the different resources. I tried to

use what I could from the curriculum that we already have for [English] 9 and 10,

which I guess we kind of loosely have, and then find just online tools and just
pick and choose what I was going to use from it.
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Derek spoke about the issues of building a course around just the priority standards.
Going through the process was interesting, especially when you’re looking at it
from priority standard standpoint, you always cover that in a normal classroom
setting, but when it’s whittled down to that’s the only focus and then trying to
figure out a way that that staff and students would interact with the content was
kind of the toughest process of it. (Derek)

These reflections reveal the complexities of leveraging existing curriculum and available

resources. The designers understood that content adaptation was more than just

transferring materials but required critical instructional design. Though initially feeling
prepared for these challenges, they proved difficult to overcome in practice.

The difficulty of overcoming these challenges became even more apparent during
early course vetting, which showed that designers often fell back to a unit-based structure
rather than a priority standards-based one. This misalignment required intervention from
the coordinators or me, as the lead digital integration specialist in the initiative. This data
suggests that the designers were not given enough training, support, or resources to feel
confident in adapting the content.

Another challenge was the time-intensive nature of the design process. The
designers were given five months to complete their course designs. Limited resources and
the reality that designers had to balance course design with their existing full-time
responsibilities added to the time crunch. Emma and Evelyn were in charge of the
greatest number of courses and reflected on the significant time investment and resource
challenges in their post-design interviews. Emma was hired to create six semesters of

math courses.

It was just time-consuming. So, to get six semesters done, took significantly
longer than what I expected it to take. I think that was surprising to everyone that
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I talked to, creating stuff, that it just took a lot longer than what we expected it to
take. (Emma)

Evelyn was hired to create eight semesters of English courses.
I think that the most challenging part was not having really a resource to use to
start. So, it was a lot of piecing things together. When you’re designing it
yourself, you’re thinking of all these things as you’re piecing it together. Does it
all flow? Have you checked all the boxes? It’s extremely time-consuming to try to
do that too. (Evelyn)
The time-consuming process is further evidenced by the fact that Evelyn could not
complete all of her courses, and four English semesters were pushed to a year two rollout.
These findings underscore the time-intensive nature of content adaptation, particularly for
educators who do not have access to all of the resources. The process is particularly
demanding when coupled with the lack of a structured, designated design time.

When discussing their subject-specific challenges, designers mentioned several
hurdles in adapting their courses to meet grade-level standards. For example, the math
course designer Emma struggled with building content that assumed students had the
necessary prerequisite skills for success. Emma explained the difficulty of addressing
these challenges while ensuring students had the needed skills.

How is this going to flow? What’s it going to look like? What are the kids going

to be missing in the beginning, and where do we want them to end? [ would say

that drove my creation a lot, especially in the prerequisite skill stuff. (Emma)
Evelyn faced difficulty designing for English due to the lack of consistent,
standards-based assessments across the department. Evelyn discussed the need to modify
resources to align with the new course structure while maintaining consistency in
assessments.

We have very novel-based [English] courses in grades 10, 11, and 12 and we

knew we weren’t using novels so I had to change the resources they were using,
but I wanted to keep the writing test the same, so that the kids were being
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assessed essentially in the same way, but they just needed to be modified to fit
what they were actually reading. (Evelyn)

Derek, the world history course designer, was challenged by the breadth of the standards.
He highlighted the challenge of breaking down board standards to create effective
pretests that could guide student learning paths.

I’d have to almost subdivide [the standards] so I could actually look at what, what

is this pre-test actually looking at. Because if | gave one pretest to cover

something that had five or six components, how could I realistically expect a staff
member that’s grading that to then know exactly what path to send a kid on?

(Derek)

These challenges in piecing together materials to meet grade-level complexity and
standards illustrate the difficulty designers faced in ensuring their resources were
comprehensive and aligned with grade-level and initiative goals. Designers were
thoughtful in their planning but struggled to align the reality of their resources with what
was expected of their designs.

Overall, the course design process required significant time, effort, and adaptation
to ensure that the courses met educational standards and addressed students’ varied
needs. Due to the challenges of limited resources, time constraints, and competing
responsibilities, the final designs fall short of achieving these goals.

Expectations and Emerging Concerns

The final theme to emerge during inductive analysis surrounded the designers’
expectations and concerns regarding their courses. This section looks at the change
between what the designers initially anticipated the learning outcomes would be and their
adjusted expectations after the courses were designed. It also highlights their concerns

regarding stakeholder engagement, specifically the ability of instructors to effectively

deliver the course and the likelihood of student engagement.
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In the pre-design interviews, designers’ initial goals for the students who took the
courses went beyond credits earned. They centered around growth and their ability to
succeed in subsequent classes without needing further credit recovery. Emma’s idea of
success was for students to be prepared for future courses without requiring additional
credit recovery.

I think we can look at credits earned. That is important. It’s a student’s graduation

at stake. So, I’'m not discounting that. But in order to really say that we’re

culturally responsive or holding high expectations, we built relationships, the kids
learned how to work cooperatively. We need to follow that student and see what
success looks like for that kid. And ultimately, will they be ready to take the next
course and not return to the credit recovery cycle? (Emma)
Evelyn also wanted the students to break the cycle of credit recovery and gain skills that
would reach beyond this one course.

Students taking the course and not having to constantly repeat it. Are they gaining

enough skills to be successful as they progress through the grades? Or is it just I

was able to get this done? Check that box, but I didn’t really learn much from it

other than how to be a good online student you know. (Evelyn)
Derek’s idea of success centered around student growth and program growth.
I think this process is going to get us to that point where it’s no longer the
one-size-fits-all. They will show that they’re growing and getting better at this
and then prove that they do have sound mastery of the standards in the course in
general. (Derek)
These initial expectations reflected optimism, focusing on students’ long-term academic
development opportunities. However, during post-design interviews, the data revealed
that their perspectives had shifted.

At the time of the post-design interviews, no official feedback or data on course

implementation or outcomes had been shared with the designers. However, given their

roles within the district, they had some level of knowledge. During the post-design

interviews, it became evident that expectations had shifted after the courses were
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launched. The designers recognized external factors that could affect student success,

including inconsistent communication of the vision and expectations to teachers, varying

levels of student motivation, and inconsistencies in course design and instructors.
Though Emma recognized the benefit of smaller class sizes and having a licensed

content teacher in the room, she was concerned that implementation discrepancies

existed, and rather than a blended learning environment, the courses would revert to

being run more like a study hall.
I don’t know that it looks that much different than what it looked like before,
other than they do at least have a licensed teacher now to support them with
questions and such, whereas before, [the students] were just sitting in a classroom
with a teacher who doesn’t know how to do algebra two, there’s no way for them
to get help in the Learning Center. So, I think even if the teachers aren’t really
doing what the vision was initially, at this point, just the fact that they are in a
smaller class size with a licensed teacher is probably helping. (Emma)

Evelyn’s concern was student motivation. She was concerned that the content would not

be engaging enough to keep students motivated.
My prediction is the motivation factor’s probably hindering them quite a bit. I
don’t know that it’s necessarily my design, but it’s English, it’s the content. I
think the motivation piece is what might keep students from not finishing it.
(Evelyn)

Derek felt that the inconsistencies between the courses and the lack of alignment between

the course instructors would hinder the program’s success.
I think it’s going to be tough until all the courses that they want to design are in
the format that they wanted designed and they have consistency of who is
teaching it. The kids that are bought into it, I think, are doing really well, but there
[isn’t] enough [student buy in]. (Derek)

Overall, the designers’ concerns about the program’s effectiveness, maintaining student

engagement, and achieving consistency across different instructors reflect a cautious and

critical view of the initiative’s potential impact. Notably, these perspectives on impact are
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largely separate from their design choices, further emphasizing the distance that is felt
between designer and instructor, course design and course implementation.

When asked to reflect on how to address these concerns, Emma and Evelyn
pointed to a need for better alignment among stakeholders rather than improvements in
design. Emma felt there was a need for more consistent communication of the program’s
vision and goals.

I don’t think that it was communicated to the teachers in the same ways from

everyone.... Teachers aren’t really doing what the vision was initially, at this

point. I think as we continue with the program, then we can get closer and closer
to what the overall vision was, and that, I think, definitely does drive the credit
recovery process in the right direction. (Emma)
Evelyn pointed to the need for clarity around expectations so that instructors do not
struggle to facilitate the course as intended.

I think it could be very successful if implemented correctly, I think if people are

intervening when they need to and monitoring the students and making sure that

they’re moving along at the pace they should be. IF. (Evelyn)
While Derek reflected on the difficulties of adapting the content and the need for
designers who could better address curricular access, he did not mention framework
implementation.

People that probably should have been the designers weren’t the designers. So

then, when the process gets to the point of who can write it and who’s willing to

write it, a lot of times, it’s people that aren’t in the classroom every day or aren’t
super motivated to do it. (Derek)
These statements reflect a belief that the success of the courses depends on stakeholder
alignment rather than a stronger implementation of the frameworks within course design.
This further emphasizes the distance course designers felt from the realities of course

implementation. It further reveals a lack of ownership over their role in embedding the

frameworks meaningfully into the course structure, shifting responsibility for meaningful
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engagement and equity-centered instruction onto the instructors. The following section
turns to the perspectives of those instructors to explore how they navigated the
facilitation of these course designs in pursuit of a more equitable blended learning
environment.
Course Instructors

This section presents the findings related to course instructors, focusing on how
their perspectives and self-efficacy toward creating a more equitable blended learning
environment changed throughout the initiative. Unlike the findings around course design,
this section follows a chronological approach to capture change over time. This section is
divided into the beginning, during, and the end of the semester, then subdivided by
themes that emerged from inductive analysis: course concerns, concerns over building
processes, and concerns about student engagement. Through this structure, I aim to trace
the shifts and points of resistance over time to provide a more detailed look at how the
initiative influenced those facilitating the courses.
Beginning the Semester: Initial Perceptions and Challenges

The teachers chosen by the department chairs to teach credit recovery courses
found out when they checked their schedules at the beginning of the school year. They
learned this was part of a new initiative when they received the invitation to the
onboarding meeting scheduled for the first day of the new school year. At the initial
meeting, instructors were introduced to the new model and the Col and CRSP
frameworks. They were informed about the research demonstrating the positive results of
the frameworks and what the expectations were as instructors to ensure the initiative’s

success. These expectations included monitoring students’ progress as they worked
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through the course, providing reasonable weekly targets, and planning for targeted
interventions based on student performance on practice activities and checks for
understanding. Teachers were to utilize the data to help students find peers to work with,
fostering collaboration.

With the scheduling, training, and setting of expectations established, the early
days of implementation revealed a set of recurring concerns and reflections. Through
interviews and interactions during training sessions, three key themes emerged that
shaped instructors’ early perspectives. Summarized in Table 15, these included
uncertainty about the courses, challenges with student engagement, and reflections of
their self-efficacy in facilitating an equitable blended learning environment.

Table 15

Initial Perceptions and Challenges Findings Summary

Observed Themes Findings

| |
Course Concerns A general sense of being overwhelmed by expectations and the
unfamiliar structure of the new model

Cautious optimism about the initiative’s potential, including
more focused content

Insufficient knowledge of the instructional frameworks due to
limited training

Multiple student sections in the same class period hinder
collaborative opportunities

Lack of confidence in managing collaborative elements within
the constraints of the schedule

Concerns over Strong commitment to creating meaningful opportunities for
Student student participation
Engagement

Emphasis on building supportive relationships to enhance
engagement and success

Table continues
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Observed Themes Findings

Concerns over A broader definition of success that includes social-emotional
Student well-being and long-term academic growth, not just credit
Engagement recovery
(continued)

Instructor High self-efficacy is rooted in confidence in relationship-building
Self-Efficacy and student support

Belief in the program’s potential and in their ability to contribute
to a more equitable learning environment

Course Concerns

During the training, several teachers articulated the perceived challenges of the
new courses. These challenges became evident through teachers’ comments during the
training, which included concerns over their ability to foster collaboration in this setting,
such as the remark, “collaboration is problematic in this context.” This was coupled with
skepticism about the new initiative, reflected in statements like, “This doesn’t sound
realistic.” Additionally, there were concerns about the increased workload, with remarks
such as, “Do you realize how much you’re putting on teachers? This is a lot of work for
teachers.” These statements suggest a general feeling of being overwhelmed by the
expectations and unease with the structure of the new model.

In contrast, during the individual pre-semester interviews with two course
instructor—participants, there was a cautious optimism regarding the more focused
content and the opportunity provided by the initiative. “Louise,” a female math teacher
with 18 years of teaching experience, spoke about how the initiative was a necessary shift
in how credit recovery was offered. “It’s critical, you know, my colleagues are not

thrilled about it, but I see the absolute necessity of it. We have to graduate these kiddos”
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(Louise). Betsy, a female English teacher with 37 years of teaching experience, discussed
the opportunity that a course like this could provide for struggling students.

I think that credit recovery offers a unique opportunity for me to catch them, and

work with them and try and remediate that skill. Whereas in a regular classroom,

you can’t.... I think anytime a student has a second chance to get it, right, that’s a

good thing. (Betsy)

While this suggests a level of buy-in for the credit recovery courses, teachers’ responses
were vague or uncertain when asked about the implementation of the frameworks. For
instance, Louise remarked, “I definitely am with the framework,” but could not provide
further details. Betsy’s uncertainty about implementation was revealed when she
expressed, “It’s hard to say, because this is going to be my first experience.” These
comments reflect an implementation gap and are not surprising when insufficient
knowledge is due to a lack of training.

Another concern that emerged was regarding the scheduling of students. Building
administrators dictated the schedule and course enrollment for the program. Louise was
scheduled to facilitate credit recovery at the beginning and end of the day, with each
period having two courses of students working concurrently. Betsy, whose class was
during the last period of the day, also had two courses running concurrently. Although
both teachers taught online during COVID, those were asynchronous models; this was
their first blended learning experience. During their pre-semester interviews, they
anticipated several challenges. Louise was concerned about the expectation of
collaboration given such a schedule.

I don’t just have Algebra One, first semester, I have Algebra One first and second

semester, all in one. So that’s the aspect where I don’t know, because to have

collaboration, they need to be in the same spot, and I don’t know what that is
going to look like for that collaboration piece. (Louise)
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Meanwhile, Betsy considered her courses self-paced. This perspective downplayed the
blended aspect of the new program, focusing more on the need for her students to work
independently and advocate for their own needs.
I’ve told them, even though this is kind of a self-paced course, you have to let me
know when you need me, because I’'m on your side, I want you to get this credit
when you’re done, you have to let me help you. (Betsy)
Given the course schedule, these findings indicate a lack of confidence in managing the
collaborative aspects of blended learning amongst the practicalities.
Concerns Over Student Engagement
When reflecting on these concerns, both Louise and Betsy expressed a
commitment to providing opportunities for their students. Both teachers emphasized the
importance of fostering supportive relationships to enhance student engagement and drive
success. Louise discussed the probability that students would be in multiple credit
recovery classes and would need help developing good habits.
These kiddos didn’t just not pass one class, they haven’t passed two or more
classes, and it’s not about their intelligence. It’s about how to develop that
intelligence into habits that make that intelligence show up on paper, on
Chromebooks, in life. And so, I feel like that’s mostly what our kids don’t have.
They don’t have someone that shows them how to do that. (Louise)
Betsy talked about the necessity of support both inside and outside the classroom to
prevent students from falling further behind.
I think the support has to be there outside of the classrooms as well as support in
the classroom. And I think if any part of that is missing, in which is typical with a
lot of our marginalized kids, they’ll fall further behind. (Betsy)
When discussing what success could look like, they, like the designers, measured it

beyond just passing the course. Louise was focused on the students’ social-emotional

wellness.
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I don’t measure success by credits earned. How are you emotionally? Are you
better at studying? Do you feel better about yourself, this educational pathway,
and what you can do now? (Louise)
Betsy saw success in helping her students become better students so they could continue
succeeding academically beyond her classroom.
So, what would success look like? If they earn their credit, you know, their half
credit, their full credit, whatever it is, they’re making up. But, you know, I would
hope that the kids will, I can make enough of a relationship with them, that they
will do this because they want to become better students, and not just earn that
credit. (Betsy)
Betsy and Louise were aware of the challenges ahead and the need for effective strategies
to support their students. Still, they did not provide any examples of concrete actions they
would utilize to address these challenges and implement blended learning. Their lack of
specific strategies to address these challenges and implement blended learning may
impact their self-efficacy, or belief in their ability to ensure a more equitable blended
learning environment.
Instructor Self-Efficacy
According to Bandura’s concept of self-efficacy, Louise and Betsy demonstrated
high self-efficacy through their strong belief in their ability to build meaningful
relationships and provide effective support (Bandura, 1997). Louise felt that her strength
was in her ability to build relationships, saying, “Anything can be successful if you make
a connection.” Betsy was focused on the power of incremental growth, saying,
I can make some kind of progress, and if I can see at the beginning of this course,
this student couldn’t even write a paragraph. Now the student can write two

paragraphs or one paragraph, and it’s really good. That’s a little win. That’s a
little success.
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These findings suggest that Louise and Betsy entered the initiative with a strong
foundation of belief in both the program’s potential and their own ability to contribute to
a more equitable learning environment.

During the Semester: Shifts, Struggles, and Sticking Points

The early weeks of the semester were marked by a rocky start. Teachers were met
with a range of immediate challenges: large class sizes stretched their capacity to provide
individualized support, and the individual needs of the students made it difficult to
implement the cooperative structures expected in the program. Not all students had
access to networked devices right away, and not all teachers were familiar with the LMS,
creating a learning curve around navigating the necessary technology. Additionally, there
were persistent misunderstandings surrounding grading expectations and procedures.

By the time September arrived, dissatisfaction had grown. The momentum of
implementation had been interrupted by logistical hurdles, unclear communication, and
mounting frustrations. The district sought to collect data on the program’s overall
effectiveness and the instructors’ experiences by sending out a district-created survey to
understand the growing concerns. Teachers were asked questions on the clarity and
effectiveness of the course, the fairness and relevance of the course, and their efficacy in
facilitating the course. The anonymous district survey also allowed teachers to answer the
open-response question: “What needs to be addressed to make this model more
effective?”

The Likert data were summarized in frequency distribution tables, while the
open-ended responses underwent inductive analysis. There was considerable variability

in teachers’ experiences, resulting in a diverse range of perspectives and opinions, but
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overall, they consistently fell into three broad themes, summarized in Table 16: course

content, instructor efficacy and structure, and student engagement.

Table 16

Shifts, Struggles, and Sticking Points

Observed Themes

Findings

Course Content and
Structure

Instructor Self-Efficacy

Student Engagement

Generally positive or neutral views on course materials and
objectives

Negative perceptions of the course’s ability to support deep
understanding and critical thinking

A disconnect between course design and meaningful student
interaction or engagement

Structural components are seen as manageable, but concerns
remain about whether students are gaining essential
knowledge and skills

Low confidence in preparedness, enthusiasm, and ability to
foster collaboration

Confusion about instructional roles and expectations within
the blended model

A disconnect between program goals and instructors’
understanding of how to implement them

Limited understanding of course design undermined
instructors’ self-efficacy
Blended learning goals of collaboration and individualized

support were not fully realize.

Barriers to engagement included absenteeism and
unaddressed learning needs

Engagement is often framed in terms of compliance rather
than active participation

Course Content and Structure

For the clarity and effectiveness of the course, the frequency distribution

illustrated in Figure 5 reflected an overall positive or neutral opinion of the course’s
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materials, objectives, effectiveness, complexity, and length. However, the results were
negative regarding the instructor’s perceptions of their ability to facilitate a deep
understanding of the concepts. The negative perceptions reflected in the chart were
expanded upon in the open response portion of the survey. One respondent remarked,
“The activities for the text are boring and not engaging. Kids are simply reading text,
taking quizzes, and doing a little writing.” Another respondent further supported this
sentiment, who noted, “They aren’t grasping necessary skills and writing just to write.”
While the overall course design was not an issue for a majority of the teachers, this is
evidence of a disconnect in how well the design supported meaningful interaction, critical
thinking, and student-centered engagement in practice.

Figure 5

Course Clarity and Effectiveness Questions Likert Distribution

Clarity and Effectiveness of the Course

B Strongly Agree [l Agree Neutral [l Disagree [ Strongly Disagree

The course instructions
and materials are clear
and concise

The course objectives
and expectations of
students are clear and
concise

The content of this
course enable me to
facilitate a deep
understanding of the c...

Course assignments help
students in learning the
subject matter.

Complexity and length of

the course assignments
are reasonable.

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Note. Question 3 is presented in full: “The content of this course enables me to facilitate a
deep understanding of the concepts for my students.”
These findings are further reflected in the data around fairness and relevance of

the course shown in Figure 6. We can again see an overall positive or neutral perception
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of course requirements and grading procedures. However, there is a notably negative
perception regarding whether students gain important knowledge and skills through the
course experience. One respondent in the open responses of the survey remarked, “The
courses are weak in nature and have nothing to do with what the kids are taught in those
courses while in physical class.” These responses suggest that while the course’s
structural components are manageable, there is a deeper concern about the instructional
impact of the course and whether it meets curricular goals.

Figure 6

Course Fairness and Relevance Questions Likert Distribution

Fairness and relevance of the course
B Strongly Agree [l Agree Neutral [l Disagree [ Strongly Disagree

The course
requirements for
student achievement
are reasonable.

The grading
procedures for the
course are fair.

The "assessments"”
cover the most
important aspects of
the course.
Students obtained
important knowledge
and skills in this
class.

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Instructor Self-Efficacy

In contrast to the overall positive and neutral perception of course structure and
content, the frequency distribution data around instructor efficacy, shown in Figure 7,
revealed deeper challenges. Specifically, participants expressed negative opinions
regarding teachers’ preparedness, enthusiasm, and ability to foster a collaborative

atmosphere. These responses indicate a lack of confidence in their ability to engage
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students and ensure an equitable blended learning environment. This concern was
underscored by a comment from the open responses: “[The students are] not made to
work with others. They can’t or don’t ask for help because both them and myself have no
idea what’s going on.” These findings suggest a disconnect between the instructor, the
program expectations, and the course design, leading to a misunderstanding of their role
in fostering a collaborative learning environment. Their admission of confusion points to
a deeper issue: a lack of clarity around course expectations and a limited understanding of
the design, which ultimately undermines their self-efficacy and ability to support student
collaboration.

Figure 7

Instructor Efficacy Questions Likert Distribution

Instructor Efficacy

B Agree Neutral [ Disagree [ Strongly Disagree

| felt prepared for
this course

| am enthusiastic
about teaching this
course

| am able to foster
collaboration

between students

| am able to develop
a sense of
community and be...

| am able to provide
timely feedback

| am able to help my

students set goals to
complete the cour...

0%

25% 50% 75% 100%

Note. Question 4 is presented in full: “I am able to develop a sense of community and
belonging within the classroom.” Question 6 is presented in full: “I am able to help my

students set goals to complete the course on time.”
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Student Engagement

These insights offered by the open response portion of the district survey provided
a deeper understanding of the teachers’ experiences and perceptions. They were used to
guide the content of a professional development session held in November. The most
significant theme that emerged from the feedback and the training was concerns about
student engagement. The responses highlighted challenges related to student engagement
and motivation within the new model.

The credit recovery program operates under the assumption that students enrolled
will engage with the material. One respondent noted this positive presupposition: “I think
there is also a belief that many of my students are motivated and self-starters.” However,
frustration with the model was apparent in the feedback due to the perception that this
assumption was inaccurate. One response reflects this frustration: “I have not figured out
how to overcome the apathy of certain students. It feels like a losing battle when students
steadfastly refuse to open their Chromebook and even attempt to take a pretest, let alone a
test.” Another respondent questioned the effectiveness of the online model for students
who were unsuccessful in a traditional classroom: “A student who did not learn with a
physical teacher is unlikely to be motivated enough to do a self-guided course online.”
This response highlights the perception of the courses as a fully online learning
experience rather than a blended learning one. This sentiment was reinforced by another
respondent, who described how they felt that the self-paced and online components of the
course were detrimental to unmotivated students.

Students are not willing to complete the course. Leaving them to do work on their

Chromebooks individually allows for many other distractions that hinder the

learning experience. Students are also rushing through the course, which makes
me feel like they aren’t grasping the necessary skills and writing just to write. I
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think that for students to pass a course, they need to do so in a normal classroom
setting. (Anonymous)

These respondents reflect dissatisfaction with an online program, seeing the students as
too unfocused without the traditional classroom structure. These responses suggest that
the blended learning goals of monitoring progress, individualized support, and creating
opportunities for collaboration were not fully realized.

Several respondents highlighted specific issues that directly affect student
engagement, whether as a contributing factor or a result of its lack. One respondent noted
her surprise about the number of her students who had learning disabilities and their
significant impact on student engagement and their ability to create a collaborative
environment.

Also, to my surprise, many have learning disabilities and do need one-on-one

coaching through each model. These scholars are seldom a population that will do

this on their own. I gain progress when I sit with each individually. They do not
engage or lock in, even in small groups. I am still working hard to meet their
needs and a wide range of abilities. The model is workable, but as of yet, it is not
terribly conducive to a collaborative model. (Anonymous)
According to the district’s data, 14% of the students enrolled in the new credit recovery
model had a special education label.

Additionally, behavioral issues and chronic tardiness were noted as significant
barriers to student engagement, making it challenging to maintain consistent participation
and progress.

I find that I have the most behavioral issues in CR, I’ve also had the most students

moved to [alternative placement] from my CR courses. It is extremely hard to

motivate them, and some students I don’t ever see because it is first period and
they are chronically tardy. (Anonymous)

The feedback was used to develop targeted professional development to address these

challenges. Time was allotted to discuss motivation and engagement, and a reinforcement
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of the blended learning goals of the model. Tense and heated discussions marked the
session. Participants passionately vented about the challenges. One young Black female
English teacher encapsulated this tension with her impassioned statement.
I’m down to the kids who don’t, quite frankly, give a fuck, that’s what I’'m down
to. Like, I’'m down to the kids who I’ve had since August. And I've asked every
person I possibly can know what to do about these kids, and I’'m getting no
response. So, these kids are doing nothing like, I mean, won’t even open the
computer like, and I’'m not going to do endless write-ups because you’re sitting
here not doing your online work. But like, are we just going to allow these kids to
just sit in here the entire time? What do their parents say? Nothing, nothing. I
called, I emailed. I got the counselor involved. Some of them, I’ve gotten our
SPED [special education] liaison involved, because they are SPED, and all of
them are just saying to let them sit here, and my co-teacher, who is a SPED
specialization, he’s like, this doesn’t make any sense. They cannot just sit in here
from August to December. I’'m down to like the final eight. I’ve gotten everybody
else out, but it’s these last and I never see them. I haven’t seen them in weeks.
(Anonymous)
Several key points emerge from this participant’s feedback. While the frustration over
student motivation is palpable, the frustration with the lack of support from other
stakeholders, such as parents and counselors, is equally significant. The lack of support
contributes to a feeling of helplessness, highlighting the perceived inadequacy of the
current system. Additionally, there is a notable pessimism; despite having 35 students
enrolled in her course, the instructor could not look past the frustrations surrounding the
eight students, underscoring a focus on the negative aspects of her experience.
Following the professional development session, I conducted a round of
walk-throughs in which I visited classrooms, spoke briefly with instructors, and made
observations of the physical space of the classroom environment. Most of the rooms had

students in rows, several with lowered lights and music playing—A study hall

atmosphere that did not appear to be conducive to building community or collaboration.
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The visits lasted only a few minutes unless the teachers had specific concerns they
wanted to address. Many teachers were open to sharing their experiences and challenges
in engaging students, providing a candid look at the difficulties of creating an equitable
blended learning environment. Several math teachers particularly emphasized the issues
of apathy. One Black female teacher expressed, “I don’t know how to challenge the
apathy, how to get them to want to learn.... How do I get them to even do the pretest?” A
White male teacher echoed this, saying, “Finding motivation is the hardest part.”
Similarly, a White female teacher remarked, “You can only lead a horse to water.” A
Black female English teacher highlighted the challenges students face becoming an
independent learner due to skill deficiencies, saying of the program, “It’s good for those
that have the skills, not so much for those with skill deficiencies, who throw their hands
up and are committed to not doing anything.” She also mentioned the issue of attendance,
a symptom of disengagement which further complicates the learning process,
“Attendance is the biggest issue, half gone today. The ones still on the roster hardly
show” (Anonymous). These insights reflect the complex nature of teaching in a blended
learning environment where course design is only one component. Issues of student
engagement, including those related to skill gaps and attendance, must be addressed to
ensure that the educational experience is truly equitable and effective for all students.

Despite these challenges, some teachers spoke positively about their students’
experience and recognized their efforts. A White female math teacher stated, “We’ve got
some highly motivated individuals.” A Black female math teacher noted that the
approaching end of the semester had given some the encouragement they needed, as they

were “motivated by the thought of having to start over at the semester.” A White male
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English teacher expressed his commitment to supporting each student individually,
saying, “one kid at a time.” A White female English teacher observed the evidence of
successful recovery of credits being reflected in her class size, noting “rosters are getting
smaller and smaller.” Finally, a Black female English teacher remarked, “We’re giving
everyone a chance,” encapsulating the goal of credit recovery and the new model. These
positive comments tended to focus more on students’ motivation to earn credit rather than
evidence of meaningful learning, suggesting that while the latest model may be helping
students recover credits, it may not foster deeper academic growth.

The perspectives that emerged from the survey, professional development, and
conversations with teachers during the walk-throughs reveal a shared understanding of
engagement primarily rooted in student compliance. The survey indicated that teachers
held negative perceptions of how well the course design supported meaningful learning in
practice; their priorities appeared to center on students showing up and completing tasks
rather than active participation in a blended environment. These findings underscore
teachers’ complex challenges in engaging and supporting their students while raising
important questions about how blended learning is being interpreted and enacted in
practice.

Semesters End: Evolving Perspectives and Continuing Challenges

After the semester ended, Louise and Betsy reflected on their experiences
facilitating the courses in a post-semester interview. In these final interviews, these
instructors discussed successes, challenges, and evolving perceptions of their ability to

create an equitable blended learning environment. Their reflections provide insight into
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how their perspectives shifted over time, highlighting key tensions that shaped their
experiences.

These tensions, summarized in Table 17, created misalignments that contributed
to the initiative’s goals not being fully realized. One central tension was the mismatch
between the instructors’ initial expectations and the practical realities of the classroom,
particularly around student engagement and participation. Another layer of tension
emerged in competing definitions of success.

Table 17

Evolving Perspectives and Continuing Challenges

Key Tensions Findings
Tension One: Initial Early optimism gave way to a realization of
Expectations and Practical lower-than-expected self-efficacy
Realities

Real-world classroom constraints challenged
instructors’ preparedness

Initial professional development did not align with
day-to-day realities

Challenges with student motivation and adapting to
the expectations of the new models

Tension Two: Instructors’ Instructors attributed implementation challenges to
Efforts in Course student disengagement, not lack of effort
Facilitation and Perceptions

) Despite a strong initial commitment, low student
of Student Responsiveness P &

responsiveness undermined instructors’ sense of
effectiveness and success

Tension Three: Competing The district emphasized credit recovery as the primary
Definitions of Success measure of success

Instructors valued broader outcomes like academic
growth and deeper learning

Tension between systemic goals and teachers’ desire
to create equity-focused learning experiences
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Tension One: Initial Expectations and Practical Realities

When asked about their overall experiences, instructors described the gap
between their initial expectations and the reality they faced in the classroom. Louise
reflected that her early optimism may have overestimated her readiness, and she realized
that her self-efficacy was lower than she initially believed.

I was very hopeful and even maybe naive about being able to pull these children
who had not gotten a really great experience, and teaching them and doing it like
a normal classical classroom, and that was ridiculous. So, what it is, these are
children who are incredibly apathetic, who have no desire to do it, and definitely
have very little in the way of attention span, and again, that self-motivation is just
not something they have. So, my opinion has changed, and I understand these are
children just trying to get their credit. They’re not going to be mathematicians,
and they’re not necessarily even going to use this in their next course. So, they
may very well go to Algebra Two, not really having that much more knowledge. |
was not teaching algebra scholars, but I was teaching scholars who had the
potential to graduate. That was a pendulum shift that [ needed to make, because
that’s what made it successful. It still feels a little dirty because they got a credit,
but do they actually have any real knowledge? It’s marginal. (Louise)

This shift in perception underscores how real-world constraints challenged Louise’s

preparedness. Betsy described how her attempt to implement collaborative strategies

were met with resistance, complicating her efforts to bring the model to life.
So early on, it was very tough. The students were not receptive. I had a lot of
students that were putting their heads down, trying to play on their phones, just
refusing to engage in the coursework. Then, towards the end of the semester, it
did get better. Once students started to see each other testing out, getting their
final essays done, then there was a bit more buy-in. At the beginning, I tried to
give little mini-lessons on different things that I saw they were struggling with.
They were not receptive to that at all. (Betsy)

Betsy’s experience illustrates how even well-intentioned and aligned instructional efforts

can falter during the early stages of implementation. Together, these accounts

demonstrate how expectations are modified when faced with the challenges of daily
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experiences. These findings underscore the complexity of framework implementation
within existing educational contexts.

One key aspect of that context is student engagement. Both Louise and Betsy
experienced challenges with student engagement and motivation, as well as the
expectations of the new model. When discussing the frameworks for creating an
equitable blended learning environment, Louise expressed frustration with how the
scheduling of the courses impacted her efforts to engage her students.

What we intended as professional development, what we put out there, is this is

how it’s going to go, was not the way it actually went.... How do you expect me

to be helping this small group and also monitoring that group I cannot do both.

Plus, you have two classes in here. I’ve got first semester and second semester,

and I’ve got like 33 students and so that sheer “What the heck!” feeling takes

over. (Louise)
The guidance provided during the initial professional development did not align with the
practical realities of the classroom, so Betsy did not feel she was set up for success. She
also felt that her attempts to implement what she learned from professional development
toward building a Col did not come to fruition.

I did try to use some suggestions on letting them work together, help each other.

That did not work.... They just sat and joked around, talked, tried to watch

videos. I mean, it was just a lot of off-task behavior.... Any chance that they had

to work with a peer completely, just very quickly went off the rails. They just
weren’t self-motivated to stay on task. I gave it probably like maybe a week to
two weeks early on. You know, at first, they were very quiet, very angry. They
were there. And then the second week, I was like, Hey, listen, you know, you
guys can work together. You can help each other if you’re not comfortable asking
me for help. And so, I tried that for about a week and a half, two weeks, and they
just, it just did not work out well. (Betsy)

These findings illustrate that while teachers were committed to helping their students

succeed, the practical realities of the classroom made it challenging to build strong

relationships and respond to students’ individual needs day by day. The resulting
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frustrations led to reflections on how students respond to the new model regarding
engagement and overall attitude. The teachers’ perceptions of student responsiveness
often shaped how they approached their instruction, interpreted the model’s effectiveness,
and understood the impact of their efforts.
Tension Two: Instructors’ Efforts in Course Facilitation and Perceptions of Student
Responsiveness
Throughout the post-semester interviews, both Louise and Betsy described a
tension between their efforts in course facilitation and their perceptions of limited student
responsiveness. They often attributed the challenges to successful implementation, not to
a lack of effort on their part, but to difficulties in getting students to engage. Louise
discussed the challenge of chronic absenteeism among her students, often stemming from
unstable home environments.
Their attendance is horrible. I can’t say if | had any one kid there for a week....
These are children who are incredibly apathetic, who have no desire to do it, and
definitely have very little in the way of attention span, and again, that
self-motivation is just not something they have.... It’s a different, it’s just a
different population. You know this, I had kids who were homeless, who just left
the motel, and they came once a month. So that’s what you had for credit
recovery...absenteeism, the trauma, and whatever’s happening at home, the
transient nature of their home life, which creates all that apathy and disdain for
school. Because if the only place I can go is the only place I have no success, why
do I want to go? (Louise)
Betsy spoke of absenteeism, a cycle of work avoidance, and a lack of help-seeking
behavior that undermined her goals.
I think the biggest challenge was work avoidance. You know, they knew they
were in here. They knew they were in here for a semester. You know, we really
tried to emphasize, hey, if you get this done, you can get out of here. Have early
release, late start, whatever. You know, the case may be with the kids. And so I

was, there were a lot of class cuts, just, [ mean, just a lot of work avoidance. And
I think that was the biggest challenge there. They were not receptive to getting
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help. They were not receptive to asking for help.... And part of it was, I just don’t
think they had the skills to help each other. (Betsy)

These reflections reveal an apparent tension between their efforts to facilitate the course
and teachers’ perception of student responsiveness. Despite their earlier commitment, the
teachers’ perceptions of student responsiveness made it difficult for them to feel that their
efforts were effective and that the students were successful. Navigating these tensions
while trying to support their students’ learning affected how successful they thought they
were in achieving positive learning outcomes.
Tension Three: Competing Definitions of Success
Another layer of tension emerged around how success was defined and measured.
While the district prioritized credits recovered, instructors often held broader goals
related to academic growth and deeper learning. For example, Louise rated her success as
only marginal, noting that the 89% credit recovery rate in her class did not reflect the
deeper learning she had hoped to foster.
It’s marginal. Do they feel a little bit more empowered with math? Yes. Did they
attain their credit? Yes. Now, my intrinsic self, inside of me, I feel some degree
that they got cheated because I couldn’t give them everything. So that was
probably the hardest thing, is that I still let a kid go out the door not having
enough of it, in my opinion. So that was very difficult to reconcile. Very difficult
to reconcile. (Louise)
Similarly, Betsy downplayed that 63% of her students recovered their credit, focusing
instead on those she felt had not experienced meaningful growth.
Probably a third to a half successfully completed. It’s probably closer to a third,
which, you know, I was, I was happy for those kids. I think, as a teacher, you

always feel bad for the ones who either behaviorally couldn’t handle it or
academically couldn’t handle it. (Betsy)
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These reflections underscore the disconnect between system-level expectations and the
outcomes teachers valued, which complicated how the teachers understood the impact of
their efforts.

Finally, considering the instructors’ perceptions of their students’ learning
outcomes, Louise and Betsy considered what it meant to create a more equitable blended
learning environment. Both wrestled with the gap between their early hopes for deep,
meaningful learning and their challenges during implementation. Louise struggled with
the tension between her vision of mastery and the reality of working within a system
emphasizing minimum proficiency.

The biggest hurdle was me. It was me having to accept that these children were

not going to speak fluently about algebraic math. The biggest thing I had to get

past was that I am not teaching them at depth. I am teaching them to pass a test,
and that feels dirty. [It was] a juxtaposition between what I wanted the outcomes
to be and what’s their sense of accomplishment. (Louise)
Betsy echoed this tension, expressing a sense of limitation in her abilities, “There was
just only so much I could do.” These reflections highlight the challenge of balancing
systemic expectations with a desire to create equity-focused learning experiences.
Researcher Reflections as Participant—Observer

In addition to analyzing interviews, courses, and observational data, I experienced
the initiative firsthand as a participant—observer. My involvement as both designer and
coach allowed me to witness some of the day-to-day realities of implementation in ways
that extended beyond formal data collection. This perspective allowed me to notice both

the areas of strength and the challenges that shaped educators’ experiences, giving

additional context to the findings reported in this chapter.
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The initiative demonstrated several notable successes. Students achieved a 74%
credit recovery rate, reflecting measurable academic progress. The course design allowed
students to test out of modules then progress based on prior knowledge. This structure
enabled students to demonstrate what they had learned even though they had failed the
course previously, reinforcing that failing is not always indicative of a skills deficit.
Content teachers were present in the classroom to track student progress and provide
direct support, ensuring that learning needs were addressed in real time. Students also
benefited from a community of learners, working alongside peers who were engaged with
similar content, which fostered peer support.

At the same time, my participation revealed persistent challenges that influenced
the implementation process. Teachers often struggled with unclear guidance from
building administrators, and the tension between following the designed course
framework and meeting local expectations sometimes created frustration. I noted
instances where fostering collaboration proved difficult, and student engagement varied
widely across classrooms. These difficulties were not always captured fully in interviews,
but my close involvement highlighted how organizational structures, workload pressures,
and varying levels of buy-in affected daily practice. These observations point to the
significant role that organizational conditions played in shaping the initiative’s
implementation, which I will explore in greater detail in next chapter.

Summary

This chapter presented findings from an investigation into how the Col

framework and CRSP framework were integrated into the design and facilitation of

online credit recovery courses. Data were gathered from both course designers and
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instructors to understand their perceptions, experiences, and evolving self-efficacy
throughout the initiative.

Deductive analysis was conducted through the lens of the frameworks. The
findings revealed that course designers faced significant challenges embedding
frameworks into their course design. Designers reported feeling disconnected from
instructors and uncertain whether their designs effectively supported teaching presence.
Their understanding of cognitive presence remained rooted in traditional definitions,
which limited opportunities for reflection and discourse. Additionally, designers
struggled to facilitate social presence, often shifting that responsibility to instructors.
While designers expressed a general understanding of CRSP, a gap between theory and
practice led to the development of standardized, one-size-fits-all courses that lacked
opportunities for meaningful engagement and failed to support inclusive,
community-oriented learning.

Several themes emerged from the additional inductive analysis. These included
challenges related to course content, a growing misalignment between expectations and
realities, and systemic barriers that complicated implementation. System barriers,
including curricular constraints, limited time, insufficient resources, training, and support,
complicated the design process. Although designers aimed to promote long-term
academic growth, they expressed growing concerns about a lack of shared purpose
among stakeholders, unclear expectations for instructors, and low student engagement.

Instructors entered the program with varied perceptions and self-efficacy toward
creating an equitable blended learning environment. Some expressed optimism, while

others felt overwhelmed by the program’s structure. By mid-semester, both self-efficacy

129



and perceptions of the program had declined. Instructors questioned whether the course
design supported meaningful interaction, critical thinking, or student-centered
engagement. They also expressed uncertainty about their instructional impact and
alignment with curricular goals. Student engagement emerged as a persistent concern, the
findings revealing that engagement was often equated with compliance, rather than active
participation or critical inquiry. A disconnect between course design, program
expectations, and instructional roles contributed to confusion and hindered the
development of equitable blended learning environments.

By the end of the semester, three key tensions had surfaced. First, there was a
disconnect between initial expectations and the realities of implementation. While there
was early optimism, that faded as teachers felt the support they needed wasn’t ongoing or
responsive to what was happening in their classrooms. The second tension was around
instructional effort and student responsiveness. Teachers faced the challenges of high
absenteeism and what they perceived as a lack of motivation from students. That
mismatch started to wear on their confidence and sense of effectiveness. Finally, there
was tension around what success meant. Teachers wanted to help students not just earn a
credit but build skills that would serve them long term. In contrast, they felt the
program’s priorities were more focused on checking boxes and moving students through,
which didn’t always align with their own goals for student growth.

The findings presented reveal that while instructors and designers may
communicate a desire to provide comprehensive, meaningful instruction, barriers
emerged that undermined those aspirations. Overall, the teachers involved in the program

expressed increasingly negative perceptions and a decline in self-efficacy over time,
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primarily due to those barriers. This gap between vision and implementation reflects the
overarching challenges of educational equity, where well-intentioned efforts can fall
short without sufficient systemic support.

As the study progressed, course designers and instructors repeatedly reflected on
systemic and organizational barriers that hindered their ability to realize the initiative’s
goals fully. These barriers were not part of the original research question or literature
review but became impossible to ignore. Chapter Five explores these emergent themes by
providing a broad school view of the administrative decisions contributing to these
barriers. The chapter expands the scope of the study and underscores the importance of

addressing institutional context in efforts to promote educational equity.
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CHAPTER FIVE
ORGANIZATIONAL CONDITIONS

While the previous chapter focused on course designers’ and instructors’
perceptions, experiences, and evolving beliefs throughout the implementation of the
blended learning model, the challenges they described were not isolated events. Barriers
to meaningful student engagement, declining teacher self-efficacy, and misalignment
between course design and instructional values point to deeper, structural issues. My dual
role as participant—observer gave me a vantage point beyond what I could have captured
as a researcher alone. By observing classrooms, engaging with teachers, and participating
in professional development, I gained firsthand insight into how organizational structures,
administrative decisions, and structural constraints shaped both teacher behavior and
student experiences.

Although barriers to equity were not a central focus of my original research
questions or literature review, they became apparent during data analysis. In this chapter,
I revisit the same set of data, survey’s open responses, professional development,
interviews, and additional field notes, to investigate the systemic and institutional factors
contributing to these barriers. This approach allows a deeper understanding of how the
initiative’s goals interacted with the organizational conditions in which it was situated.

Through deductive data analysis, issues surrounding three prominent themes
emerged from the data: shared purposes and goals, structure and organization, and
policies and procedures. To better understand and contextualize these emergent themes, I

turned to the literature and found that the framework developed by Leithwood and Jantzi
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(2000) provided a helpful lens. Their concept of organizational conditions aligned with
the structural dynamics I saw in my findings. This framework helped me better
understand how institutional environments can shape, and sometimes constrain, the
implementation of equity initiatives. It also gave me a clearer language and structure for
discussing the organizational factors that influenced participants’ experiences. The
findings surrounding shared purposes and goals, structure and organization, and policies
and procedures, summarized in Table 18, shed light on the tensions and breakdowns
within the credit recovery program and how they impacted students’ educational
experience.

Table 18

Insights Into Organizational Conditions

Theme Description® Findings

Purpose and  Shared understanding ~ Misalignment between the district, school
Goals of the school’s administration, and classroom teachers
mission and regarding program goals

dlrectlol} perceived Lack of a clearly communicated shared
as meaningful and

aligned with putpose
educational values Limited opportunities for collaboration or
feedback across stakeholder groups

Confusion and frustration among teachers due
to unclear expectations

Table continues
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Theme

Description®

Findings

Structure and
Organization

Policies and
Procedures

Relationships and

networks among
individuals and
groups in and
around the school
that support
teaching and
collaboration

Guidelines and rules

for school
operations that
influence teaching
and learning

Top-down decision-making limited teacher
agency and input

Implementation responsibilities were
delegated without adequate support

The disconnect between administrative
decisions and classroom realities eroded
trust and morale

Inconsistent implementation across
buildings due to a lack of centralized
guidance

No clear criteria for teacher selection,
leading to mismatches in skills and
responsibilities

Professional development was inconsistent
and often absent at the building level

Scheduling issues resulted in large class
sizes and multiple course sections in a
single period

Grading policies were inconsistently
communicated and frequently changed

Teachers experienced confusion, frustration,
and reduced efficacy due to unclear
procedures

“ Definitions from “The Effects of Transformational Leadership on Organizational

Conditions and Student Engagement With School” by K. Leithwood & D. Jantzi, 2000,

Journal of Educational Administration, 38(2), 112—-129. Copyright 2020 by Emerald

Group Publishing Ltd. Definitions are being used under the fair use provisions of

copyright law for educational purposes only.

Shared Purposes and Goals

The theme of shared purposes and goals refers to the shared understanding of the

credit recovery initiative’s mission and direction. Initially developed by the secondary

134



and digital curriculum integration coordinators, the program was handed over to building
administrators with minimal training. This training consisted of a single onboarding
session alongside the course designers, the semester before implementation. During this
session, the designers were introduced to the initiative’s frameworks and goals as well as
the course structure.

Initial responses were positive. The assistant principal in charge of scheduling
remarked, “This is what’s best for kids, so we’ll make it happen.” During the initial
training session, a White male English teacher acknowledged that shifting to the new
model would be a culture shift, one that would require everyone to be on the same page.
These comments reflect the beginnings of a consistent understanding of the goals that
could guide the work of the initiative and foster a shared purpose. However, without
transformational leadership practices the organizational conditions necessary for
stakeholders to feel connected to the goals would not be created (Leithwood & Jantzi,
2000).

While those early sentiments were encouraging during the initiative’s launch, they
were not fully realized. Louise reflected on her interactions with the administration
regarding her credit recovery math course in her post-semester interview. She felt they
cared more about students earning their credit than showing proficiency in algebra.

I believe our building leadership and administration just wants us to get it done.

That was a little hard for me.... I started to understand, to be blunt, we really

don’t care if they know Algebra I, we just need them to get their credit. (Louise)
These findings indicate that there was a misalignment between the district’s, the building
administrators’, and consequently, the teachers’ and students’ shared purposes and goals.

On the mid-semester survey, one teacher responded to the open-ended question about
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how this misalignment extends to parents: “There should be clear communication with
parents about the purpose and stakes of CR, that way they are not confused about the
course and what is required of their student in and out of class to earn the credit.” This
response further highlights a lack of goal alignment among stakeholders. My
observations corroborated these sentiments. From my perspective as
participant—observer, I was able to see firsthand how those early intentions translated into
practice. Confusion and frustration lead to misunderstood objectives, eroded trust, lower
morale and engagement, and inefficient execution. The initiative’s effectiveness was
significantly undermined without a clearly communicated and shared purpose.
Structure and Organization

One of the central challenges within the organizational conditions of the credit
recovery program stemmed from hierarchical challenges. The district employed a
top-down management structure in which decisions were made at higher administrative
levels and passed down to staff with minimal input, collaboration, or ongoing support. As
the digital integration curriculum coordinator explained in a debriefing meeting at the end
of the semester, “we set the parameters of the course and then stepped back, and the
building was in charge of the execution of the instructional model.” Although education
center coordinators and digital integration specialists were available to support teachers,
building administrators had the final say in matters concerning the execution of the
program.

From my perspective as a participant—observer, I was able to see how this
structure played out in real time. I witnessed educators navigating ambiguity and making

interpretation decisions independently, often without clear guidance. These moments
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underscored how hierarchical structures, combined with limited follow-up support,
placed significant burdens on teachers and contributed to inconsistent implementation.
My close observation revealed the practical consequences of these structural decisions
that might not have been fully captured through interviews or survey responses alone.

After the initial onboarding session, key decisions were left to building
leadership, often without follow-up or coaching. This lack of support placed the burden
of interpretation and implementation on classroom teachers, who lacked the clarity and
resources to succeed. The resulting ambiguity led to inconsistent practice and a
widespread perception of limited support, ultimately undermining the program’s
effectiveness.

Policies and Procedures

The initiative’s top-down structure shaped the program and influenced key policy
decisions. Building administrators were given authority over critical aspects of the credit
recovery courses, including teacher selection, professional development, scheduling, and
grading policies. These decisions significantly impacted how the program was
implemented across the building and contributed to the variability in teacher experiences.
Teacher Selection

Department chairs were responsible for selecting teachers for the credit recovery
courses; however, no specific guidelines were provided for this selection process. As a
participant—observer, I noticed that this often resulted in teachers being placed in courses
for which they felt underprepared, particularly in terms of technology proficiency or
familiarity with the LMS. In a debriefing conversation at the end of the first semester, the

digital curriculum integration coordinator reflected on the consequences of this approach,
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stating, “We should find a way to encourage more thoughtful reflection of who is
teaching the course.” This reflection underscores not only the need for more precise
selection criteria but also the structural limitations of the program, as the coordinator
lacked the authority to enforce or implement such guidelines.

Furthermore, the lack of teacher selection guidelines affected teacher confidence.
During a walk-through conversation with an older White male English teacher, he
candidly remarked, “Perhaps I’m not the right person for this as an old man who fumbles
through technology.” His comment highlights a mismatch between instructor selection
and program demands and suggests a breakdown in training and support. Observing these
interactions firsthand revealed the practical consequences of unclear selection policies,
including diminished teacher confidence and uneven instructional delivery.
Professional Development

Building administrators made all building-level professional development
decisions. The two training sessions for instructors were held on district days, allowing
attendance to be mandated by the program coordinators. Building-level professional
development was discretionary, limiting ongoing support and professional development
for teachers. My participation in the professional development sessions and informal
conversations that happened afterward allowed me to see how inconsistent guidance
affected teachers’ confidence and daily practices. For instance, I observed teachers
struggling with module pacing and student engagement, often turning to each other for
clarification in the absence of structured follow-up. Survey and interview data reflected
this confusion, but my observations highlighted the immediacy and stress of these

challenges in the classroom.
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One instructor captured this struggle in the open-response survey, stating, “[the
students] and myself have no idea what’s going on.” This quote, previously mentioned in
the context of instructor efficacy, underscores the confusion and lack of preparedness
many teachers felt. Another instructor expressed frustration with the lack of support from
building administrators: “I feel the administration has no clue about all of the problems
that occur daily with the course, the technology, and giving the students the individual
time, they need.” This perspective highlights the disconnect between administrative
decisions and teachers’ daily challenges. This disconnect eroded trust, lowered morale,
and diminished motivation, undermining the initiative’s effectiveness.

Scheduling

The scheduling of credit recovery courses had significant implications for class
size and instructional quality. Teachers often were responsible for students enrolled in
different semesters of the course simultaneously. Compounding this challenge, students
could be placed in the class up to two weeks before the end of the semester, further
disrupting instruction and increasing teacher frustration. One teacher described the strain
of managing multiple courses simultaneously in the open-response survey.

Class sizes are too large to give the assistance necessary and having two different

classes in the room at the same time. It is very hard and frustrating to have two

different classes in the room at the same time. That is a terrible idea and not fair to
do to the teacher or the students. I pride myself on keeping students working and
helping them be effective and successful, but this two-subjects-at-once model
made that impossible. It is hard enough to organize, help, and spend time with
students within the same class, with all of them being at different places in the
curriculum, but then administration throws in another and different class that
needs the same attention is very frustrating and makes me feel very
unappreciated. They make me feel like a factory worker with them using me to try
to get as many students through the courses as they can, with no regard to the

stress and frustration on the employee...and they keep adding more.
(Anonymous)
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Another echoed the difficulty of supporting a large number of students who were at
different points in the curriculum.

There are too many students in a room for it to be successful. It is really hard to

help every student and get everything they need in one period because they are all

at different parts, so facilitating that is hard. I feel like a chicken with my head cut

off, running around trying to get everyone’s codes and answer questions on

different assignments. (Anonymous)
These responses highlight how scheduling and class size issues severely limited teachers’
ability to provide individualized support, adapt instruction to diverse student needs, and
monitor progress effectively. Without manageable class sizes and thoughtful scheduling,
the quality of instruction can vary widely, leading to inequities in student outcomes and
undermining the goals of the blended learning model.
Grading Policies

Grading practices associated with the program consistently confused teachers
throughout the semester. The grading parameters established by the district included that
students could not earn an “A” because the course focused only on priority standards
rather than the whole curriculum, and each module consisted of a single assessment
grade. If a student demonstrated proficiency on the pretest, that score would be their
module grade. If not, they were required to complete practice activities and checks for
understanding before taking a post-test, which would then determine their module grade.
While district coordinators outlined the grading framework, the responsibility for
implementation was handed off to building administrators with minimal oversight.

The unfamiliar grading system, the introduction of a new LMS, and shifting

program expectations created significant challenges for teachers. First, grades in the LMS

often did not match those reported in the student information system, leading to
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confusion and complicating reporting and accountability. Second, there was no clear
guidance on how to grade students who refused to engage with the modules at all, with
teachers inconsistently assigning an “F,” a “No Grade,” an “Incomplete,” or an
“Auditing.”

The district initially presented grading policies as consistent across all courses,
but in practice, they needed to vary to fit the unique demands of each subject.
Inconsistent and conflicting communication created confusion and led to challenges in
implementation. Although grading policy adjustments were mentioned informally in
emails and during two professional development sessions, the district or building
administrators issued no official policies or guidelines. As a result, teachers were
uncertain about expectations. This uncertainty was reflected in the district feedback
survey, where 38% of responses mentioned general confusion over grading practices,
what should be in the gradebook, contradictory information from building leadership, and
a desire for clear communication of expectations to students from the administration. One
teacher’s response to the open-ended survey question encapsulated this sentiment: “The
district NEEDS to create a clear and concise policy on grading.” In response, a significant
portion of the professional development in November involved the district coordinator
and building administrator answering and clarifying questions about grading practices.
Despite these efforts, inconsistent grading persisted across the program. An audit by the
secondary curriculum coordinator revealed that only one out of 19 teachers was grading
in accordance with the intended model, despite prior assurances from building
administrators that procedures were being followed. This disconnect highlights a

breakdown of shared understanding of expectations and accountability.
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Without clear selection criteria, ongoing training, and responsiveness to teachers’
needs, instructors were left to navigate complex demands with limited guidance or
support. My role as participant—observer allowed me to see how these policy
misalignments manifested in daily practice, affecting teacher confidence, morale, and the
overall effectiveness of the program. These misalignments reflect a system more focused
on compliance than collaboration, and policy decisions constrained the potential of
equitable blended learning.

Summary

This chapter presented findings on the systemic and institutional factors that
hindered the development of equitable blended learning environments within the credit
recovery initiative. Three primary organizational conditions emerged as significant
barriers: shared purpose and goals, structure and organization, and policies and
procedures.

There was noticeable misalignment among the district, school administration, and
classroom teachers regarding the program’s goals. This lack of shared purpose,
compounded by limited communication, undermined the initiative’s effectiveness.

The organizational structure followed a top-down model in which
decision-making authority was concentrated at the administrative level. This approach
resulted in a hands-off implementation style that placed the burden of interpretation and
execution on teachers. The resulting ambiguity led to inconsistent implementation across
the building.

Policy-related challenges further hindered the initiative. Teacher selection lacked

clear guidelines, and instructors were not always equipped with the necessary
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technological or pedagogical skills. Additionally, professional development decisions
were left to building administrators, who ultimately chose not to offer any sessions. This
absence of structured support left teachers feeling isolated and unprepared.

Scheduling and grading policies also posed significant challenges. Teachers
reported unmanageable class sizes and were overwhelmed by having multiple course
sections within the same class period. Grading expectations were communicated
inconsistently, resulting in varied practices and confusion about proper procedures. These
conditions made it difficult for teachers to provide individualized support, ultimately
limiting the program’s ability to deliver on its promise of equitable, student-centered
learning.

These findings suggest that the top-down control of policies and procedures posed
a significant barrier to implementation. The weight of institutional missteps often
overshadowed the promise of more personalized, equitable learning. The findings across
Chapters Four and Five reveal a complex interplay between course design, teacher
experience, and institutional structures that ultimately constrained the potential of the
blended learning model. While the initiative was grounded in well-intentioned
frameworks, its implementation was undermined by systemic barriers. These insights set
the stage for a deeper exploration of their implications. I critically examine how these
findings respond to the research question in the following discussion chapter. This
analysis will consider what occurred, why these outcomes emerged, and what they reveal
about the broader conditions necessary for fostering equitable blended learning

environments.
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CHAPTER SIX
DISCUSSION

As established in previous chapters, credit recovery programs often operate within
racialized and digitally inequitable contexts, relying heavily on content delivery models
confined to LMSs. These environments frequently fail to support deeper, more
meaningful learning experiences, particularly for racially marginalized students. This
pattern held true in the case study examined here. The district’s credit recovery program
reflected many systemic challenges, reinforcing the need for a more equitable and
responsive approach to course design and instruction.

This chapter revisits the central inquiry of the study: How does an initiative to
integrate the Col framework and CRSP into online credit recovery courses impact the
teaching and learning environment for racially marginalized students? In this chapter, I
critically examine how these findings respond to the following sub questions:

1. What are educators’ perceptions concerning the experiences and impacts
of implementing a layered approach to their online course design with
marginalized students in mind?

2. How do participating educators’ perspectives and self-efficacy toward
creating a more equitable blended learning environment change through
their participation in the initiative?

Building on the qualitative findings presented in previous chapters, this discussion
synthesizes key insights and explores their broader implications for achieving equity in

blended learning environments.
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Summary of Key Findings

The findings presented in Chapters Four and Five reveal a layered and
interconnected set of challenges that shaped the implementation of the credit recovery
initiative. At the heart of these challenges was a misalignment between the program’s
goals and the realities of its design and execution. While the program was designed to
integrate the Col framework and CRSP, course designers and instructors encountered
systemic barriers limiting their ability to create equitable blended learning environments.
Misalignment across design, instruction, and institutional support, characterized by
inconsistent communication, unclear expectations, and limited resources, contributed to
declining teacher self-efficacy.

It is important to emphasize that these challenges do not reflect a lack of effort or
commitment on the part of educators. Teachers were doing their best within a system that
did not equip them with the tools, support, or conditions necessary for success. Their
dedication to students and to equity remained evident throughout the initiative, even as
they navigated significant constraints. This chapter discusses how these findings respond
to the research questions and explores their broader implications for equity-focused
online learning design and implementation.

Interpretation of Findings

To interpret the findings and analyze the impact of layering a culturally
responsive and sustaining framework with an eLearning design framework on the design
and implementation of credit recovery courses, | have organized this section by research
question. This structure allows for a focused interpretation of the findings, which

provides a clearer distinction between the perspectives and experiences of course
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instructors and designers. After examining these perspectives individually, they will be
synthesized in the next section as I explore their implications.
Research Question One: Educator Experience With Layered Course Design

The credit recovery redesign initiative began with course designers, and
accordingly, so did this case study. A common pitfall in online instruction is programmed
instruction focused primarily on content delivery, sacrificing an equitable educational
experience for course credits (Watters, 2014). When content is simply shifted online,
without a commitment to digital equity, the full potential of educational technologies, like
the LMS utilized in this program, will not be achieved (Reich, 2019). As Morris and
Stommel (2018) cautioned, the LMS reinforces the misconception that digital pedagogy
is simply the relocation of content. To address this, course designers were tasked with
implementing the layered Col and CRSP frameworks to intentionally create inclusive,
equitable learning environments. This goal was especially important given the
achievement gaps faced by marginalized students in credit recovery settings.

Understanding how designers perceived and experienced the design process
provides critical insights into the challenges of shifting from educational theory to
practical application. To explore this, Research Question One asked: What are educators’
perceptions concerning the experiences and impacts of implementing a layered approach
to their online course design with marginalized students in mind? This section focuses
specifically on course designers’ experiences with integrating the frameworks. The
findings revealed that the misalignment between theory and practice along with the
complexities of course design hindered efforts to create equitable, engaging, and

culturally relevant online learning environments.
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Misalignment Between Theory and Practice

When layered within CRSP, the Col framework provides a structure for creating a
rich blended learning experience. The tenets of CRSP support and reinforce the elements
of the Col framework, which are embedded in course design through the materials,
strategies, and tools selected by course designers. While the designers expressed the
importance of equity, the findings suggest that the layered frameworks were not
successfully implemented in the majority of the course designs. This was primarily due to
the theory and practice gap, the disconnect between educational theory and its application
to real-world settings, driven by gaps in knowledge, learning, and translation (Arteaga
et al., 2024). Specifically, the gap between the initiative’s theoretical expectations and its
practical implementation stemmed from insufficient training, limited support, and the
isolation experienced by the designers.

Insufficient Training. The course designers were provided with a single
two-hour professional development session in which they were onboarded into the
initiative, introduced to the frameworks, and trained in course design. This lack of
concrete, practice-oriented professional development created a knowledge gap. The
limited professional development failed to equip designers with the practical
understanding necessary for high-quality course design. Insufficient preparation
decreased the likelihood of successful implementation.

Limited Support. The absence of collaborative and reflective structures prevents
designers from deepening their practice or integrating experiential insights into their
design decisions, revealing a significant learning gap. Designers worked independently

during course design without ongoing feedback or collaborative spaces to troubleshoot
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and refine practice. Equity work became surface-level or deprioritized without support
opportunities to build on the knowledge created and reflect on best practice.

Isolation. Course design took place in isolation, as the designers did not know
who the course facilitators would be. This isolation created a feeling of distance for the
course designers, who were developing a course to be facilitated by multiple unknown
classroom teachers. Due to the lack of connection with the teachers and limited
understanding of the frameworks, the designers often shifted the responsibility of
implementation to the teachers. Because of the designers’ knowledge gaps, they could not
apply the frameworks meaningfully to course activities, leaving it up to insufficiently
trained instructors to interpret and implement them. This disconnect highlights a
significant translation gap, as the lack of communication between course designers and
facilitators disrupted the effective transfer of design intentions into classroom practice
(Arteaga et al., 2024).

This breakdown between design and implementation reflects a broader challenge
identified in the literature: the persistent gap between equity-focused theory and its
practical application. Research on racial equity, as discussed in the literature review,
emphasizes the need for anti-racist and inclusive frameworks, techniques, and methods
that educators can put into practice. However, the theory—practice gap identified in the
initiative highlights significant barriers to this implementation. Educators struggle to
apply these frameworks effectively without sufficient training, support, and
communication from the school. This gap limits the practical application of these

essential methods and perpetuates systemic inequities. Consequently, the broader
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implications of these findings underscore how these systemic gaps undermine efforts
towards achieving equity in education.
Complexities of Course Design

The complexities of course design exacerbated the misalignment between theory
and practice. Effective course design ensures that the courses are effective, inclusive, and
aligned with the core educational goals. The data showed that designers often fell back on
a unit-based content delivery model. This tendency was likely due to the complexities of
utilizing existing curriculum and available resources while designing with multiple
frameworks. Curricular challenges, limited support and resources, and a lack of a
structured time to focus on course creation were overwhelming and led designers to
default to familiar structures rather than critical instructional design. This situation was
further exacerbated by the fact that course design had to occur outside of the designers’
core professional responsibilities, which deprioritized critical reflection and deep design
work.

The findings highlighted more than just the individual experiences of course
designers; they point to systemic patterns with far-reaching implications. As Viano and
Henry (2024) warned, while the implementation of online credit recovery offers a
solution for credit recovery and increased graduation rates, superficial design choices
often sacrifice student learning for the sake of course completion. This lack of rigor may
unintentionally widen existing educational gaps, particularly for historically underserved
students. Rather than serving as an equalizing force, poorly designed courses can
exacerbate inequities by offering lower-quality learning experiences to those facing

systemic barriers (Powell, 2020). The lack of critical instructional design within the credit
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recovery program initiative prevented course design from promoting active learning,
individualized instruction, and personalized learning.

Research Question Two: Educators’ Perspectives and Self-Efficacy in Course
Facilitation

Regardless of the quality of the curriculum, it can’t teach itself. This reality makes
the role of teacher central to the success of the credit recovery redesign initiative. In the
new program, teachers assumed the role of facilitators within a blended learning
environment, navigating both digital and in-person aspects of the course. As Thompson
and Thompson (2018, p. 36) emphasized, “equity and access are essential components of
quality education for children.” In the context of online and blended learning, educational
equity must also include the aspect of digital equity that ensures that students not only
have access to meaningful, high-quality, and culturally relevant content but also to
educators who know how to use digital tools and resources and can apply digital
technologies to enhance learning (Resta & Laferriere, 2008).

Understanding teachers’ perspectives and evolving self-efficacy as they strive to
create more equitable blended learning experience offers critical insights into the
systemic barriers that undermine teacher agency and ultimately hinder equity-driven
initiatives. To explore this, Research Question Two asks: How do participating
educators’ perspectives and self-efficacy toward creating a more equitable blended
learning environment change through their participation in the initiative? This question is
essential to understanding how teacher beliefs, confidence, and instructional practices
changed over the course of the semester and the impact that had on the success of the

program. The findings revealed tension between teacher agency and the organizational

150



structures surrounding the initiative. These tensions often resulted in teachers reverting to
more traditional models of instruction and defaulting to compliance-focused teaching that
prevented the goals of the program from being fully realized.

Tensions Between Teacher Agency and Organizational Structures

Teachers’ self-efficacy declined over the semester due to tensions between
teacher agency and organizational structures. Bandura (1997) defines self-efficacy as “the
belief in one’s capabilities to organize and execute the courses of action required to
manage prospective situations” (p. 2). Within the context of this initiative, self-efficacy
refers to teachers’ belief that they have the ability and agency to implement instructional
practices that foster a more equitable blended learning environment.

Student learning is influenced by administrative decisions regarding school
operations and culture (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000). In the case of the credit recovery
program, a top-down management style undermined teacher agency. Teacher agency is
defined as the “power to act, to affect matters, to make decisions and choices, and take
stances, for example, in relation to their work and professional identities” (Vdhésantanen,
2015, p. 1). Teachers had minimal input in course design and often were assigned to the
program without choice, leading to a diminished sense of ownership from the outset. This
lack of involvement, compounded by insufficient training, prevented the development of
a shared purpose. As a result, teachers felt unprepared and disconnected from the
program, negatively affecting their morale and limiting their ability to create responsive,
equity-focused learning environments. These structural barriers ultimately hindered the

program’s effectiveness and the broader goal of educational equity.
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Moreover, the hierarchical nature of the program’s management introduced
additional challenges. Research suggests that hierarchical decision making and the
absence of a shared vision can deepen existing inequities within the education system
(Milner, 2021; Sleeter & Carmona, 2017). Although the district launched the credit
recovery program and provided training, it soon adopted a hands-off approach. District
officials, who served as the original trainers, were expected to handle initial inquiries,
while subsequent questions were redirected to building administrators. However, teachers
often received conflicting guidance because these administrators lacked sufficient
training. Although the district stated that building administrators had the final say, there
was no clear avenue to address deviations from the goals.

Teachers also expressed frustration with scheduling practices that resulted in large
class sizes and multiple course sections within a single period. Grading policies were
unclear and inconsistent. When teachers raised concerns, building administrators were
largely unresponsive, leaving teachers feeling unheard. As Schon (2018) notes, “teacher
agency is achieved through an alignment of an individual teacher’s personal qualities and
the school conditions in which they work™ (p. 12). In this case, the school conditions
undermined teacher agency by fostering an environment where teachers felt unsupported,
diminishing their motivation and the quality of blended learning instruction.

Ultimately, the tension between teacher agency and organizational structures
created an environment in which teachers felt unprepared, unsupported, and unheard,
conditions that diminished their self-efficacy (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2007,
Vihidsantanen, 2015). Consequently, the credit recovery program fell short of its goal to

provide a more equitable blended learning experience. This outcome has broader

152



implications for implementing educational initiatives, particularly those aimed at serving
marginalized student populations. When teachers are not empowered to meet the diverse
needs of their students, disparities in educational outcomes may widen, further
entrenching the education gap (Priestley et al., 2015).

Reversion to Traditional Models

The lack of agency that resulted from organizational structures directly impacted
the teachers’ instructional approach. While some teachers felt overwhelmed and
uncertain about the expectations of the new model, several were open to trying the new
approach. However, many struggled to sustain new practices without meaningful
ownership of the initiative. Innovation dip is common with new initiatives, but must be
met with sustained support (Fullan, 2007). Teachers felt isolated and overwhelmed
without ongoing training, coaching, or collaboration. As a result, many returned to
traditional, teacher-centered methods that prioritized content coverage over engagement.
The vision of creating a more equitable blended learning experience was hard to realize
in practice under those conditions.

For a blended learning experience to be effective, it must promote active learning,
individualized instruction, and personalized learning (Lewis et al., 2015; Pane et al.,
2017; Rickles et al., 2018). Teacher-centered methods reinforce outdated instructional
norms that limit opportunities for student-centered, equitable learning experiences
(Darling-Hammond et al., 2020; Freire, 1970/2020). When teachers lack agency, attempts

at instructional innovation cannot be sustained, and equity-focused goals remain unmet.
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Default to Compliance-Focused Teaching

Student engagement is widely recognized as a critical factor in the success of
secondary school programs. Students are more likely to achieve academically and remain
in school when they are behaviorally, emotionally, and cognitively invested in learning
(Appleton et al., 2008; Fredricks et al., 2004). Throughout the semester, teachers
expressed concerns regarding student engagement. Perceptions of student apathy were
consistently mentioned as a primary barrier to teachers’ efforts to engage the students in
the course. The analysis of positive and negative student motivation reflections suggests
that teachers equated engagement with task completion rather than with active
participation. This narrow interpretation reflects a disconnect from the full definition of
engagement which includes behavioral, emotional, and cognitive dimensions (Fredricks
et al., 2004). Comparing the teachers’ perceptions of the lack of deep learning and
relevance of the course design with the observation that the class environments were
most often arranged as a study hall further illustrates a missed opportunity for emotional
connection and cognitive challenge, both of which are essential for fostering sustained
engagement (Chapman et al., 2005).

Teachers’ perceptions of student engagement reveal a gap between their claims of
CRSP and classroom practices. The frameworks were chosen for the initiative partly
because the district prides itself on its strong foundation in culturally responsive teaching,
and the Col framework was situated within CRSP. Despite this alignment of guiding
tenets, commitment to their implementation was absent. The frequent complaints
surrounding student engagement reflect this disconnect, as their primary focus centered

on compliance rather than fostering a culturally responsive and engaging learning
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environment. This emphasis on compliance suggests a view of engagement that
overlooks the emotional and cognitive dimensions that are essential for deep learning and
meaningful participation.

Culturally relevant pedagogy challenges compliance models by prioritizing
student experience and engagement (Ladson-Billings, 2009). The tendency to default to
compliance-focused teaching can be attributed to the insufficient training and support the
teachers received on implementing CRSP. In the absence of CRSP, deficit-based teaching
often persists. Compliance-based approaches, common in credit recovery programs, are
rooted in deficit thinking and low expectations (Smith, 2014). Instructional models
emphasizing control and low expectations hinder deeper learning and limit student
potential (Milner, 2021). Moreover, such models frequently silence the voices of
marginalized students and fail to address their unique needs (Delpit, 2006), further
contributing to disengagement and inequitable learning outcomes.

Teachers often revert to traditional instructional methods when professional
development focuses solely on educational theory without providing practice, coaching,
or sustained support opportunities (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). When those
traditional methods are rooted in deficit thinking, they reinforce compliance-based
approaches, contributing to student disengagement. Ongoing professional development
and collaboration are essential for teachers to adapt and sustain high levels of student
engagement. Training and professional development approaches include reflective
practice, faculty development, and collaborative learning (Cents-Boonstra et al., 2020;
Grijpma et al., 2024; Schultz, 2024; Verwoord, 2016; Werder et al., 2023). These

approaches not only equip teachers with the tools to move beyond traditional,
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compliance-based methods but also foster a professional culture that prioritizes equity
and student engagement in a sustainable way.
Reflections on Positionality and Design Process

My roles as digital integration specialist, designer, and researcher provided a
unique vantage point on the implementation of the credit recovery initiative. While
conducting my research I also was responsible for guiding others through the initiative
and for designing one of the courses used in it. These professional responsibilities came
with both formal and personal expectations.

Formally, I was tasked with supporting implementation and ensuring alignment
with district goals. Personally, my goals were shaped by my own vision for what
equitable blended learning could look like. That vision was informed by deep research
into the Col framework and CRSP, which I intentionally applied to the course design. |
aimed to build meaningful social, cognitive, and teaching presence online that could then
be leveraged in blended spaces and to honor students’ cultural strengths and prior
knowledge while creating more equitable pathways for learning. To translate these
frameworks into practice, I identified instructional activities for each element of the
framework and created checklists to ensure [ was embedding them consistently. |
regularly conducted self-checks to reflect on whether the course design aligned with my
intentions and the frameworks’ core principles.

The significant time I spent studying the frameworks in my role as researcher,
provided me with a level of familiarity and clarity that many other designers and
instructors understandably did not have. This shaped my expectations for what the

courses could achieve, but it also helped me recognize the hurdles others were facing as
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they were tasked with implementing a design they hadn’t had time or support to fully
grasp. [ was deeply torn by the organizational constraints that limited my ability to help
others build greater understanding. Although my formal role included supporting
implementation, | faced many of the same barriers as the designers and instructors I was
working with. Competing responsibilities and administrative boundaries shaped what I
could offer beyond introducing the frameworks and sharing checklists.

As the semester progressed, my role of participant—observer made me fully aware
that teachers were navigating real and persistent constraints: large class sizes, multiple
course assignments, and limited guidance from administrators. Watching their efforts up
close made it clear that there was a gap between my design intentions and the realities of
implementation. Acknowledging both my expectations and the realities teachers faced
provided a richer understanding of the initiative’s successes and challenges and lays the
groundwork for interpreting the implications of this work in other contexts.

Implications for Theory and Practice

These interpretations reveal critical tensions that shaped educators’ engagement
with the layered course design model. Designers and instructors navigated structural
constraints that often limited their agency, leading many to revert to familiar, traditional
instruction models that employed a compliance-focused approach. While these patterns
highlight the challenges of equity-based instructional change, the implications reach
beyond these individual classrooms.

The findings highlight broader theoretical and practical implications for how
equity-driven instructional models can be designed, implemented, and sustained. This

study contributes to the understanding of the Col framework by applying it to a
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secondary education context. It also deepens our understanding by layering it with the
elements of CRSP. As these equity-focused frameworks are adopted, the findings make it
clear that success depends not only on the quality of the frameworks themselves but also
on the conditions that shape their implementation. This section discusses the key factors
that support or constrain meaningful change and offer insight into how educational
systems could better support teacher agency and foster sustainable innovation in blended
learning environments.

Theoretical Implications

The Col framework identifies the elements crucial for a successful eLearning
experience (Garrison et al., 2000). As a process framework, it guides the selection of
instructional methods and strategies to achieve meaningful learning (Zehra et al., 2009).
The framework is widely utilized in designing asynchronous online learning experiences
within higher education (Castellanos-Reyes, 2020). However, limited research explores
the application of the Col framework to the K—12 blended learning environment. This
study builds on developing work to examine how well the framework works within this
educational context. This work is necessary due to the growing number of online credit
r€COVery courses.

While the Col framework guides the selection of instructional methods and
strategies, the framework itself is situated within and impacted by the educational context
in which learning occurs. Garrison acknowledged this in 2017 by adding an outermost
circle to the framework. This outer layer represents the border environment that shapes
the interactions within the Col elements of social presence, cognitive presence, and

teaching presence. Without further clarification, those implementing the framework are
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left to interpret the meaning of the outer layer and determine how to address it in their
practice. Therefore, I found it necessary to situate the framework within a CRSP
framework for this study.

In an online setting, culturally relevant pedagogy centers the students’ cultural
identity and background in the learning process, encouraging them to draw on their
cultural knowledge and experiences while engaging with the material (Mahani, 2023). In
the district where this study took place, the population of students of color surpasses the
White student population, a phenomenon common in urban schools (Yu, 2018). A CRSP
is necessary because students of color are striving for academic success amidst
inequitable and hostile classroom environments (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Integrating
CRSP allows us to address the disparities in equitable access and the barriers to
inclusivity in implementing technology-infused educational experiences.

This study expands the Col framework into blended learning within secondary
schools. The CRSP framework’s layering provides the necessary cultural considerations
to create an equitable blended learning environment. Through this layering, the study
shows the adaptability of current frameworks and the potential for theory evolution.
Practical Implications

The findings of this study underscore the importance of addressing systemic and
structural factors that influence the implementation of education frameworks. This
section explores key insights about what supports or hinders effective implementation.
For meaningful and lasting change, education leaders must move beyond surface-level

training and address the deeper systemic factors that influence teacher practice, namely
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teacher agency, the theory—practice gap, and organizational structures that hinder
equity-driven change.

One of the most critical implications is prioritizing teacher agency throughout the
implementation process. When teachers are given a voice in shaping programs and
policies, they are more likely to feel a sense of ownership and commitment. Teachers
must feel empowered, not just given more work (Lanford et al., 2019). Empowering
teachers requires early and meaningful involvement in program design, opportunities to
co-develop goals and strategies, and structures that support shared decision-making.

However, empowering teachers to lead change is only effective if they are
equipped with the tools and support to bridge the theory—practice gap. While professional
development is essential, training alone is insufficient to ensure sustained
implementation. Coaching and follow-up support are the most critical components for
ensuring teachers apply what they learn to their practice. Without this support,
implementation rarely exceeds 25%—-30% (Joyce & Showers, 2002). Districts must invest
in long-term, ongoing professional learning, including continuing coaching and
modeling, and structured opportunities for practice, feedback, and reflection.

Systemic change requires that organizational structures actively support, rather
than hinder, equity-focused work. The successful implementation of educational
innovations depends on more than just a compelling idea; it requires broad stakeholder
buy-in, clear and consistent communication, adequate time and resources, and a sustained
focus on equity (Lanford et al., 2019). Achieving this involves several key actions. First,
shared vision and purpose must be established across all levels of the organization.

Second, communication channels should be clarified to reduce hierarchical confusion and
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ensure transparency. Third, sufficient time and resources must be allocated for
professional development, collaboration, and reflective practice. Finally, responsive
policies around scheduling, grading, and instructional expectations should be developed
to reflect the realities of classroom practice and support equitable outcomes. Together,
these actions create the structural foundation necessary for equity-focused innovations to
transform educational systems in meaningful and lasting ways.

The theoretical and practical implications emphasize that the success of
implementing equity-driven frameworks in course design and instruction rely not only on
thoughtful design but also on the systems that support their implementation. This study
expands on the Col framework by applying it to the secondary school environment and
by layering it with CRSP to better reflect the educational context in which the learning
takes place. Additionally, a major practical implication of this work lies in what it reveals
about the conditions under which education innovations succeed or fail. The importance
of teacher agency, alignment between theory and practice, and the need for organizational
structures that actively support sustained, equity-centered change cannot only inform
current practice but also point to important directions for future research.

Future Research

Given the findings, tensions, and the absence of key perspectives, there are
several areas that I would like to understand more deeply through further investigation.
Future research should expand the focus beyond the designer and instructor experience,
examine the tensions and opportunities involved in reclaiming teacher agency, and foster

a more integrated engagement with the broader school ecosystem.
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Leadership support is essential to meaningful and sustained change (Anderson,
2017). The absence of administrator perspectives limits our understanding of how
organizational conditions and administrative decisions influence implementation. Future
research should include administrator perspectives to broaden our understanding of the
interaction between leadership decisions, institutional structures, and classroom practice
particularly in the context of implementing equity-focused initiatives.

Nearly all participants defined success as students acquiring the skills necessary
to succeed in subsequent courses and avoid re-enrollment in credit recovery. Future
research should include in-depth, longitudinal case studies that follow students over time
to examine whether they successfully broke out of the credit recovery cycle.
Additionally, a student-centered, longitudinal approach would provide critical insight into
how students experience these programs, how they define success, and whether the
intended outcomes are sustained over time.

This study revealed several key tensions, including discrepancies between initial
expectations and practical realities, the demands of course facilitation, perceptions of
student responsiveness, and competing definitions of success. These findings suggest that
teachers’ experiences are shaped both by external organizational forces and internal
decision-making processes. A more focused investigation into how educators navigate
and respond to these tensions could uncover strategies for sustaining motivation and
equity-driven instruction. Additionally, future research might explore system-level
supports and professional learning models that empower teachers to exercise greater

agency.
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Early and sustained engagement with staff and students is essential to ensure that
programs are not perceived as external add-ons but as integrated components of the
school’s existing structure (Lanford et al., 2019). Therefore, future studies should engage
more deeply with the broader school ecosystem when implementing new frameworks.
Researchers must work collaboratively with schools from the outset, tailoring
interventions to each site’s specific needs, cultures, and resources. This approach would
not only support more sustainable implementation but also addresses the underlying
conditions that make such programs necessary in the first place. As the coordinator of the
initiative emphasized, “The goal isn’t a perfect credit recovery program,” reiterating that
our focus should not be on optimizing credit recovery but building an educational
ecosystem where fewer students require it. While this study centered on credit recovery,
future research should extend beyond enhancing interventions to explore how systemic,
collaborative approaches can reduce the need for such interventions altogether.

Future research in this area will inevitably be influenced by the current political
climate. This study was possible because the district had already embraced a culturally
responsive pedagogy. However, recent shifts in federal and state policies regarding
diversity, equity, and inclusion have created a political environment that conflicts with
these approaches. The frameworks explored in this study were developed within a
context that is now at odds with prevailing political discourse. A concern for future
research is that, in settings where equity and cultural responsiveness are not already

embedded, there will be increasing resistance for such frameworks to take root.
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Conclusion

When my large urban school district decided to redesign its credit recovery
program, the goal was to shift from an asynchronous content delivery model to a blended
learning approach that would provide students with a more equitable educational
experience. My 18 years in the district have allowed me to witness its ongoing work in
terms of equity and technology integration. In my roles as teacher, technology coach, and
digital integration specialist, I have borne witness to the expanding opportunities for
online education, opportunities that began before but were significantly accelerated by
the COVID-19 pandemic. Unlike previous uncritical adoptions of digital tools and
pedagogies, this redesign initiative coincided with the adoption of a new LMS, offering a
unique opportunity to rethink the design and facilitation of online credit recovery courses.

While literature has shown that online credit recovery programs can improve
graduation rates, they often lack rigor, which can widen the educational gap for racially
marginalized students (Viano & Henry, 2024). For such programs to be effective, they
must prompt active learning, individualized instruction, and personalized learning
(Rickles et al., 2018). Studies have emphasized the need for anti-racist and inclusive
frameworks, techniques, and methods, as well as the importance of centering racial
equity in programmatic policies (Kohli et al., 2017; Powell, 2020; Thompson &
Thompson, 2018). These identified needs served as the catalyst for choosing
research-informed frameworks that supported equity-centered goals.

The converging factors of the redesign initiative, adoption of a new LMS, and the
growing body of research on effective online learning led to integrating the Col

eLearning framework and layering it within CRSP. The Col framework provided a
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structured approach to online learning that emphasized interaction, reflection, and
engagement. The CRSP framework provided a foundation to ensure students who
historically have been marginalized or underserved in traditional educational settings feel
seen, respected, and empowered. By combining these frameworks, we hoped to create an
equity-driven learning experience, especially for racially marginalized students who are
often disproportionately represented in credit recovery programs (Powell, 2020).

Through a case study using ethnographic qualitative methods, I observed the
initiative during the early design phase and first semester roll out. By engaging with
course designers and facilitators, I gained insights into their experiences implementing
these frameworks toward a more equitable blended learning environment.

Educators’ experiences in course design revealed a disconnect between theory and
practice. While the layered approach to course design held promise, lack of training,
limited support, and professional isolation undermined its success. When faced with the
complexities of course design, due to the lack of training, many educators defaulted to
simply relocating content rather than engaging in deeper, more critical work of
redesigning courses through the frameworks. As a result, courses often mirrored the
traditional, content-heavy models that researchers caution against (Morris & Stommel,
2018; Smith, 2014; Watters, 2014).

Rather than fostering confidence, participation in the initiative throughout the
semester led to a decline in teachers’ belief in their ability to create an equitable blended
learning environment. Tensions between teacher agency and institutional
decision-making drove this decline. Administrative choices often left educators feeling

unprepared, unsupported, and unheard. Without sustained professional development,
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coaching, or collaborative opportunities, many reverted to familiar, compliance-focused
teaching practices. The deficit thinking rooted in compliance further shaped their
perceptions of student engagement, steering them away from asset-based, culturally
sustaining approaches.

These findings have several important implications. Theoretically, they bridge the
gap between equity-based eLearning frameworks and their implementation at the
secondary level. Practically, they underscore the importance of professional learning
founded on coaching and practice and institutional structures that support rather than
hinder innovation. Methodologically, despite its focus on a single initiative within a
specific context, this study highlights the value of qualitative inquiry in capturing the
experiences of educators working within complex systems. While findings may not be
generalizable to all online learning environments, they significantly contribute to the field
of study.

Equity in education cannot be achieved through frameworks alone. If we are to
truly reimagine credit recovery as a space for rigorous, inclusive, and student-centered
learning, we must continue to interrogate our systems, listen to our educators, and center
the experiences of the students we aim to serve. Ultimately, while this case study affirms
the importance of equity-centered design in online learning, it also highlights the urgent
need for stronger institutional support and sustained, high-quality professional
development. These elements are essential for building educators’ agency and capacity to
implement equity-focused frameworks effectively. Without these foundational elements,
even the most well-intentioned frameworks risk being reduced to superficial

interventions, rather than catalysts for meaningful change.
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