Identifying and Addressing
Teaching Challenges in
K-12 Online Environments

INTRODUCTION

ften, educators report that they

were born to teach, and from a

very early age, it is clear that they
are destined to have a classroom of their
own. However, this dream typically did
not include teaching via the use of a web-
based environment. An increasing number
of elementary and secondary teachers are
finding themselves encountering this rela-
tively new form of instruction. However,
this type of teaching presents a unique set
of challenges. According to a recent survey
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of almost 600 K-12 online teachers
throughout the United States, major areas
of concern include the amount of time
devoted to teaching online, control over
the content, and issues related to students
(Archambault & Crippen, 2009).

TIME

While virtual teachers enjoy the flexibility
of teaching online, the amount of time
spent teaching online surpasses that of a
traditional, face-to-face  environment.
When asked about the challenges related
to time, online teachers agree that
although it is beneficial in many ways,
including getting to know their students
better, the time investment was a major
factor in their workload. As one online
teacher commented, “I feel that it is a won-
derful opportunity for my students, but it
takes much more of my time than it did
when I was in the classroom.” Another
echoed the same theme: “Teaching online I
feel is much harder than any other type of
teaching position I have had in the past. It
takes a lot of preparation, and decision
making,”

The notion of time and energy spent is
one that is particularly underestimated by
those outside the field, and often comes as
a surprise to those who are new to online
teaching. Because many teachers in this
area are continually improving their prac-
tice with new content, new technologies,
and new ways of engaging students, it can
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be particularly time-consuming, as another
online teacher noted: “I work harder now
than ever before. No two years are ever the
same.” This finding is consistent with pre-
vious studies that suggest that through the
process of teaching online, instructors at
the K-12 level continually made changes to
improve their courses, especially the
courses that they had previously taught
face-to-face (Lowes, 2005).

The amount of time needed to teach in
an online environment is an important
consideration for those considering enter-
ing the profession. Although schedule flex-
ibility and the ability to teach “anytime,
anywhere” is a understandable draw to
prospective teachers, online teachers need
professional development from the onset
that emphasizes the demands for time and
addresses time management strategies
specific to online teaching. These could
include setting clear expectations with stu-
dents, such as policies regarding response
time to e-mail, feedback on assignments,
and procedures for having questions
answered, and the role of the teacher as
facilitator. These elements are related to
classroom management for the online
environment. Because teachers coming
from traditional settings have experienced
preparation related to establishing rules,
routines, and procedures for face-to-face
teaching, the translation of elements for an
online setting is sorely needed.

COURSE CONTENT

Another challenge facing online teachers is
how content for their courses is developed.
From examining various models, there
appears to be a wide range of models for
how online content is created. Some vir-
tual schools allow their teachers to create
their own content and others use materials
developed by a content provider, col-
league, or curriculum specialist. The expe-
rience on the part of the teacher with
respect to how much control they had to
change their course(s) seemed to be an

issue. When teachers do not have control
over the content, this can become a source
of frustration, as one expressed: “I have lit-
tle control on curriculum and course man-
agement. [Notice of] errors within the
course need to be submitted through a
third party. I would prefer to make correc-
tions myself to eliminate the delay.” Sev-
eral other teachers experienced a similar
feeling:

I am not the creator of the lesson plans or
course design, and have no authority to
change or create anything for my stu-
dents.

I find the curriculum at this online school
is very poor. I spend much of my time
rewriting it while I teach. Also, in social
studies it is hard to impossible cover the
content (or state standards) in anything
less than a very superficial way.

The school I work for has a great environ-
ment and very supportive staff/faculty,
but there is little freedom in the actual
instruction of the courses.

Content development is a unique issue
related to K-12 online education, and an
area for future research, including who
provides content, how it is created, and
how content is evaluated for possible use
and adoption. Content providers may
want to consider allowing greater access
for teachers to incorporate their own les-
son ideas, as well as the ability to make cor-
rections or revisions to curriculum directly.
Since educators in online environments
should be certified in the content area in
which they are teaching, their input in
how the courses should be organized,
activities that should be implemented, and
the ability to make modifications, needs to
be heavily weighed. Through the process
of teaching online, educators learn what
works and what does not. According to
another study, online teachers continually
made changes to improve their courses,
especially the courses that they had previ-
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ously taught face-to-face. As one online
teacher commented, “By developing my
course, I have had the opportunity to
introspectively analyze what I am teach-
ing, why I teach the way I do, and how I
can change and improve my communica-
tion with students” (Lowes, 2005, p. 7).
This experience is an important consider-
ation when deciding on the extent to
which teachers are allowed to modify,
revise, and/or create content for the classes
they teach.

STUDENT ISSUES

Online teachers also express frustration in
dealing with various student-related
issues, including students who may not be
well suited for an online learning environ-
ment and the disparity between students
who succeed and those who fail. This
theme is echoed by the following online
teacher sentiments:

I am surprised by the amount of students
that fail, but I have seen improvement
over the last year and a half. It seems that
students either do really well or just don’t
do anything at all.

Many of my students are making great
progress toward understanding mathe-
matical concepts. However, others choose
not to participate and consequently they
fail. Online works well for some moti-
vated students.

Pretty much the same as face to face stu-
dents. Some students self motivated to
get work in, some you have to track and
remind, and some give up even when
they obviously can do the work.

Other teachers express frustration at times
in getting to know their students:

Sometimes it is frustrating not knowing
what is going on with the student’s per-
sonal lives.... This limits your under-
standing of their needs. Other than that I
enjoy doing it.

The methods for teaching online, or
online pedagogy, include the differences in
teaching strategies that are implemented
when adapting curriculum to an online
environment, such as student interaction,
evolving teacher roles, student access, and
evaluations of student outcomes. Online
educators also need to be aware of the
importance of encouraging and teaching
specific self-regulated behaviors to their
students to ensure every possible chance
for success, such as the use of cognitive
strategies such as modeling, analogies, and
metaphors to aid in understanding the
content-related material. This involves the
teacher’s ability to translate and contextu-
alize information to improve students’
understanding and motivation for learn-
ing. In order to be able to create such mate-
rials and implement these types of
strategies, online teachers need to have not
only an excellent grasp of their given con-
tent area but also an appreciation of how
technology and the online environment
affect the content and the pedagogy of
what they are attempting to teach. Because
of this, professional development is
needed in order to assist teachers with the
unique challenges of developing their
skills related to meeting the needs of stu-
dents, especially those with disabilities stu-
dents who might be at-risk for failing, and
with differentiating instruction (Rice &
Dawley, 2007).

There is wide array of obstacles that
dedicated teachers have had to overcome
in order to better educate students and
improve learning. Online teaching pres-
ents a unique set of challenges, including
the amount of time needed, the develop-
ment and implementation of course mate-
rials, and the ability to meet the needs of a
diverse group of students. This requires
highly motivated, committed individuals
who are able to translate, adapt, and
develop their teaching skills to the online
environment and who are willing to learn
to continue to improve their practice. As
one online teacher described:
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My experience with online teaching can
be described as a learning experience! I
have learned so much about computers/
software/trouble-shooting. I would have
never thought I could do so much on a
computer. If you had asked me 8 years ago
to even try to complete some of the work I
now do I would have been flabbergasted!
So, I learn and the students learn, and we
try to keep it educational, but still fun. This
is a great teaching environment for teach-
ers who are self-motivated, willing to
learn, and who are good with doing a lot
of work independently.

SPECIFIC RECOMMENDATIONS

From the major challenges communicated
by online teachers, additional preparation,
professional development, and support is
needed. Online teachers would benefit
from educational opportunities that focus
on the time demands and management
strategies for teaching in an online envi-
ronment. Concentration areas in online
classroom management might examine
ways that online teachers could more
effectively use limited time through estab-
lishing clear expectations with students,
procedures for streamlining responses and
feedback to students, management of stu-
dent interaction, and the evolving role of
the online teacher. Although experienced
teachers are adept at managing a face-to-
face classroom, there is a clear need for
assistance with developing this skill set in
the online environment to ensure that
teachers are able to effectively use their
time to maximize student learning and
engagement.

Another focus area for development of
online teachers is how pedagogy is trans-
formed as a result of being in an online set-
ting. Methods for engaging students,
encouraging interaction, assisting stu-
dents to be more self-regulated, and help-
ing them to stay on track are all part of the
“art” of online teaching that can be some-
times difficult to cultivate. Teachers also
need to understand the unique challenges

online students face, especially those from
at-risk backgrounds so that they can
employ instructional strategies to support
learning to ensure student success in the
online classroom. In addition, online peda-
gogy uses the affordances of technology to
provide the best possible modeling, analo-
gies, and strategies to craft instruction and
help students understand the content. The
ability to differentiate instruction is one of
the key advantages of the online class-
room, but without sufficient preparation
and the capacity to create, revise, and
guide the curriculum, this opportunity is
potentially lost.

In addjition to online classroom manage-
ment and pedagogy, the notion of who
creates content and who has access to
make changes, modifications, and revi-
sions seems to be an area of concern for
online teachers. Because teachers who
could not make changes in the curriculum
expressed frustration, virtual schools using
content providers may want to develop a
clear, quick, and easy process for teachers
to be able to make revisions in lessons,
especially if there are errors or inconsisten-
cies in the content. It may also be beneficial
to allow teachers to supplement the cre-
ated content with their own lessons, ideas,
web-based resources, and approaches to
teaching a specific unit. Just as in the face-
to-face classroom, where teachers have
access to materials, but have the ability to
make modifications based on their exper-
tise, this flexibility is also needed in the
online environment, allowing for the
medium to capitalize on teachers” knowl-
edge and experience to improve instruc-
tion.

To face the challenges of online teach-
ing, additional professional development
and preparation is needed, not only on the
part of virtual schools dealing with the
specifics of their programs, but also on the
part of teacher education programs as a
growing number of educators enter the
field. By hearing directly from online
teachers themselves, specific issues related
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to online pedagogy, content, and technol-
ogy can be addressed so that these individ-
uals are better prepared to enter the virtual
classrooms that are an increasing and
important part of our educational land-
scape.
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