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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

When I began teaching I had no structure, no rules, and no experience with
teaching adults or high school students. I did, however, have patience and a strong desire
to help whomever I was teaching. I quickly learned that to get a good job teaching adult
English as a Second Language (ESL), I would need to have training and certification.
Through an intensive course to get my Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL)
certificate, I not only gained the qualifications that I needed to teach, but my views,
experience and methodology also broadened. Since then, my understanding of how to
teach English Language Learners (ELLs) has continued to grow. Currently, I am
working in a school where almost all the curricula are available exclusively online.
Given what I have learned about ELLs and their needs for interaction and practice, I want
to see how ELLs at my school are able to learn English while learning language arts,
math, social studies and science using an online secondary curriculum. This inquiry
seeks to answer the research question: How do ELLs experience an online secondary
school?
The school at which I work has almost its entire curricula through two computerbased curricula providers. This is beneficial because many students in my school are
credit-deficit compared to their peers at the same grade level. This type of curricula
allows us to establish individual students in courses based not only on their needs, but
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also based on level of motivation to earn additional credits towards graduation. Our
target audience is students who are high school dropouts. This generally means we have
students from all over the city and with a wide variety of both needs for graduation and
skills. The online curricula address both of these needs succinctly.
Seeing students struggle with information at an academic level beyond their
current understanding is difficult when I know there are many methods and strategies to
help them gain content comprehension. I want to see the ELLs’ reactions to learning
online and see what they view as positive and negative about their experience. This
interpretation of positive and negative experience, I believe, will be influenced by how
students learn best. If a student is a visual learner, then reading the content on a
computer screen may not be difficult. However, if a learner is a kinesthetic learner, they
may have more difficulties sitting in front of a computer to read through all the necessary
content in order to be successful. With these different learner styles in mind, I want to
see how my ELLs work through learning English online.
My setting is an alternative charter high school for students aged 16 – 21 years
old. The meaning of alternative is basically that the students are “at risk” and have at
some point in their lives dropped out of high school. This school is also different from
other high schools in that the majority of the curricula are online. Students log in to see
their courses and have a set curriculum that is used throughout the United States. The
main curricula used was developed through Apex Learning®, a digital curricula provider
for both public and charter schools. Another concern is that an online curriculum may
make it difficult for students whose first language is not English to access the content. In
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addition, the majority of the content is in written form, which works better for visual
learners, but not auditory, or kinesthetic learners. There are study sheets for students, but
the majority of the data collected is fill-in-the-blank or matching exercises, which are not
counted for points so students are not vested in completing them. I want to see how
ELLs make the content accessible to themselves so that they can learn and make
academic and English language progress throughout their time at my school.
I have a variety of experience with ELLs. I first taught in Germany to adult
learners. I created the curricula depending on what the students wanted to learn or what
they perceived their weaknesses to be. After teaching adults in Germany for two years, I
returned to Minnesota to continue to teach adults. This time the adults were mainly
Hmong and Somali women who were learning English to help themselves adapt to the
U.S. culture. Most recently, I have been teaching ELLs in Colorado whose main
background is Hispanic. Given my background of working with adult ELLs in different
settings, it is a challenge to me to be working in a high school with online curricula. The
request I hear most often from my students is for me to help them understand what they
are reading so they can be successful on the online quizzes, their writing assignments for
class, and the final tests. I can give students help one-on-one, but I would like to see
them become more independent with the ability to digest the content on their own once
they are given the tools to be able to do so.
I want to gain a better understanding of what my ELLs face when they come to
school each day and need to understand the online curricula in order to be successful in
school. The subsets of the main question of how ELLs experience an online curriculum
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will be address by looking at how successful students feel as online learners, how they
engage with online learning and what strategies they use to be successful with the online
curricula. I want to understand what these students think are the easier aspects of
learning online and what aspects make it more difficult to learn from an online
curriculum. In looking at how ELLs learn via an online curriculum, I want to see what
obstacles they face and how they overcome their perceived obstacles.
This research is important because there will be more alternative schools with
varying curricula mediums in the future to further challenge students and to allow them to
work at their own pace. As more classes in secondary school and post secondary
education are offered online, I think this will help learners as well as teachers be aware of
and be able to cope with online learning, including both the obstacles and the benefits. I
think it will make learners more aware of their learning style as they express their
frustrations as well as their successes with online learning. I believe that different
learning styles will find different aspects of learning online easier or difficult depending
on that learning style. I also think this research can be used with students who are not
performing at their current level as observations will be used to see when students are
progressing and when they are frustrated. Both students and teachers can benefit from
the findings with making difficult content comprehensible. I also think this research can
benefit the increasing numbers of ESL students in Colorado and in the United States,
especially as new teachers and current teachers are trained in the latest research-based
methods of teaching.
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In the next chapter, the literature review, I will look at the scholarship which has
been published about are ELLs in Colorado. I will also talk about approaches to teaching
ELLs through content-based learning. Finally, I will look at different learning styles of
non-native speakers of English as well as how best to teach to students via an online
curriculum.
Following the literature review, chapter three will explain which research
methods I used and why they are appropriate methods for my data collection. Chapter
four will include how the data was analyzed by explaining the procedure used and the
conclusions based on the data. Finally, chapter five will conclude with a review of my
findings, the implications of the study, as well as reflections on the further research
possibilities.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

Today, English Language Learners (ELLs), as well as native English speaking
students, are exposed to very different teaching methods from what was once considered
standard. State ELL populations are also diverse and changing rapidly with Colorado as
no exception. In this chapter, the characteristics of ELLs will be further explained along
with definitions of online learning, alternative high schools and best practices for student
learning. This literature review provides the foundation for exploring how a growing
number of ELLs experience an online secondary school.
Background: Who are ELLs?
There are many terms used to describe students learning to use the English
language as a second language. Among these terms are English as a Second Language
(ESL) students, English Language Learner (ELL), and Limited English Proficient (LEP)
students. The term ELL is used throughout this paper to refer to those students who
continue to learn English as they pursue their secondary studies.
ELLs come to the United States from a variety of countries each year, but the
largest group of recent arrivals comes from Mexico (Department of Homeland Security,
2010). Recent immigration shows that more than 90 percent of immigrants come from a
country where English is not the native language (National Clearinghouse for English
Language Acquisition, 2009). In Colorado, there is a diverse population with the majority
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of ELLs speaking Spanish as their native language (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000). While
Spanish speakers make up the largest group of newcomers, many other language groups
exist including Vietnamese, Russian, Korean and Hmong (National Clearinghouse for
English Language Acquisition, 2009).

Table 1
2007-2008 Colorado English Language Learners Native Language, K-12
Language

Number of Speakers

Spanish

107,968

Vietnamese

2,816

Russian

1,414

Korean

1,324

Hmong

960

National Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition, 2009

The population of ELLs in Colorado continues to grow. Between the 1995/1996
school year and the 2005/2006 school year the percentage of enrolled ELLs has increased
201.1% in Colorado, as compared to the total number of enrolled students which has
increased only 15.8% since 1995/1996 (National Clearinghouse for English Language
Acquisition, 2006). Because of this growth of non-native English speaking populations,
the demand for English as a Second Language (ESL) will continue to grow. This is
necessary so ELLs may succeed with school-work in English dominant schools, pass
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mandated exams, complete graduation requirements, and move into post-secondary
education and the workforce. Specific goals for ELLs are further explained in the
following section.
Goals for ELLs in K-12 Schools
ELLs must master both social and academic language in order to thrive both in
and out of school. Two terms define the difference between social language usage and
academic language usage. These terms are conversation language and academic
language. Each is commonly used for academic or conversational English (Cummins,
1980, p.177; Cummins, 2000, p.56). According to years of research in this field, students
can attain conversational English within six months to two years; whereas academic
language can take from seven to ten years to master (Thomas & Collier, 2002). The
Center for Research on Education, Diversity and Excellence found in a five year research
study that non-proficient ELLs needed four years, at a minimum, to be proficient in
academic English, which included ESL content classes followed by mainstream classes
where no specific language support was provided (Black, 2005). Since ELLs generally
master conversational English more quickly than academic English, assessing learner
needs is complicated for teachers and administrators. Often teachers and administrative
staff think ELLs should be placed in mainstream classrooms because they have attained
conversational proficiency. Later, when the students have floundered in a mainstream
classroom, teachers and students are frustrated and wonder what has happened and why
the students are not performing since they can speak English fluently.
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Conversational English covers interactions with friends, talking on the telephone
and discussing social topics with adults. Conversational English also includes functional,
everyday reading and writing like reading a newspaper article or writing a note.
Academic English refers to reading, writing, speaking and listening in English, in
particular reading literature and writing essays with differing patterns, for example a
compare and contrast essay or a critique on a piece of literature. It also includes formal
presentations and listening to and understanding lectures. Students need to be able to
understand specific content words in complex explanation as well as general utility words
that link content words (Zwiers, 2007a).
There are also demanding oral tasks which students must be able to do in an
academic setting. Students must be able to give speeches, follow detailed and complex
discussions in science, math, social studies and English. They also need understanding of
complex procedures and discussions in order to carry out class assignments and
experiments successfully. Students must have the background knowledge in English to
be able to understand and build on that learning to move on to more advanced topics
(Thomas & Collier, 2002). Academic writing includes vocabulary students have learned
in their content classes and their experiences at school (Zwiers, 2007b). Students need to
be proficient in both academic and conversational English to be able to be successful in
and outside of school.
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Approaches to Teaching ELLs through Content-Based Learning
Linguistic research shows that ELLs learn English more quickly and efficiently
when they are in content classrooms as opposed to a pull-out English as a Second
language class (Echevarria, Vogt & Short, 2004). A content classroom is a classroom
where a specific subject area is taught, such as biology. Teachers write lesson plans with
specific content learning goals in mind for each lesson, but now with ELLs in many
classes, teachers are setting language goals (for example: speaking in the past tense) in
addition to content learning goals. In an ELL sheltered content class, all the learners are
ELLs and there is particular attention given to language development, as well as an
instructor who is trained in second language acquisition (Echevarria, et. al, 2004).
Content-based instruction presents language that is made more meaningful when
presented in relevant, content-rich lessons. More authentic English usage in content
classes means the ELLs can better retain and recall the language they have learned
because the lesson is focused on a more natural usage instead of a contrived vocabulary
lesson (Cho & Reich, 2008).
Bilingual students have different challenges in learning when compared to
monolinguals. Escamilla (1992) provided this analogy to uncover the path of
monolinguals versus bilinguals: consider two types of athletes, sprinters/high jumpers
versus the hurdler. The sprinter and the high jumper each focus on one sport and each
does that sport really well, while hurdlers have to combine the other two sports into one
sport. This analogy demonstrates that it is not possible to compare the language ability of
a native English speaker with the language ability of a student speaking two or more
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languages. Students who are talented in English have only had to learn and become
fluent in one language, but those students who are trying to master two languages may
not be completely academically proficient or even excel in one language because they are
acquiring academic skills in two languages or may not be very adept at academic
language in their native language. ELLs are specializing and dividing their learning and
acquisition between two languages instead of focusing on one language. In addition,
ELLs have to fulfill U.S. secondary school requirements in a second language they are
still learning which is a challenging endeavor. Therefore, traditional instructional
programs have not met the needs of ELLs and new programs are now used to addressing
their academics and linguistic needs. These types of instructional programs include ELLs
being pulled out, immersion classes and sheltered classrooms (Ramos, 2005).
What is an Alternative High School?
This research project explores the experience of ELLs in an alternative setting.
The U.S. Department of Education defines “alternative education school” as “a public
elementary/secondary school that addresses needs of students that typically cannot be met
in a regular school, provides nontraditional education, serves as an adjunct to a regular
school, or falls outside the categories of regular, special education, or vocational
education” (U.S. Department of Education, Department of Statistics, 2010, p.61). An
alternative high school is often considered as a last resort for students. This means that
any student who has at some point dropped out of school, whether for a shorter or longer
period of time, thus considered a high school dropout, is the a target population. There
are many reasons students drop out, and alternative schools were created to give those
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students another chance to succeed in a high school with a curricula and staff that will
assist them with adjusting to school again so they can be successful in attaining their high
school diploma (Franklin, Streeter, Kim & Tripodi, 2007). In alternative high schools,
ELLs past learning and school experiences are necessarily different and perhaps more
complex than typical ELLs, as they have come to this alternative setting due to credit
recovery, gaps in education (meaning they have not attended school consistently or
possibly moved around a lot), pregnancy, trouble with the law or many other varied
reasons (D’Angelo & Zemanick, 2009). How can ESL teachers be certain that ELLs are
being successful within our setting? Due to a lack of research specifically in this area, I
hope to gain insight at looking at how ELLs experience an online curriculum in a
secondary school.
The dropout rate for ELLs is higher than it is for their native speaking
counterparts (Black, 2005; Chapman, Laird, Ifill & KewelRamani, 2011). They face
complex challenges as they come of age in a new culture and language. Given these
challenges as well as helping to provide for their families, more ELLs are dropping out if
they don’t know English “well” as compared to those ELLs whom speak English “very
well.” Only 6% of ELLs who speak little English enroll in college compared to 31% of
ELLs who speak English very well (Black, 2005).
Another difference between an alternative high school and a typical regular high
school is how Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) is tracked. AYP emerged as a result of
federal education legislation called No Child Left Behind (NCLB) in 2002. NCLB
mandated that each state create and implement procedures and measurements to ensure
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every student works towards AYP. AYP is an individual state’s goal to have all students
meet a minimum proficiency in reading, language arts and math (Abedi, 2004; U.S.
Department of Education, 2003). Alternative high schools can show AYP with different
standardized tests than other public schools. In addition, ELLs must also make AYP in
order to meet state requirements (Lenski, Ehlers-Zavala, Daniel & Xiaoqin, 2006).
Alternative schools usually have some of the following components to help reach
the students and help them achieve graduation. Typically, alternative schools have a
small teacher-student ratio (D’Angelo & Zemanick, 2009). They differ from traditional
public schools because alternative schools also focus on education instead of discipline
(Franklin, et. al, 2007). Alternative schools are student-centered and help the students
realize and utilize their strengths. When alternative schools are focused on students’
strengths and academics instead of discipline, students are able to devote their attention to
their academic responsibilities and accomplishments. Most importantly, students need a
non-threatening environment to be able to learn and make achievements (Franklin, et. al,
2007). By creating environments that are personalized and flexible for “at risk” students,
alternative schools help prevent students from dropping out (Ferris-Berg & Schroeder,
2003).
When students enter the type of alternative school described above, truancy is
reduced, as well as poor behavior, suspensions and expulsions (Ingersoll & Leboeuf,
1997). By reducing these aspects, learning and achievement take place thus students can
experience success. Dropout rates across the U.S. significantly decreased when
alternative schools were developed for at risk students (D’Angelo & Zemanick, 2009).
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Of those students who attended the alternative schools, 66% graduated and 37% of those
students went on to post-secondary education (D’Angelo & Zemanick, 2009). This thesis
looks to help understand how ELLs can be more successful via understanding how they
experience an online curriculum. By utilizing their strengths and understanding their
experiences, ELLs can reach their high school graduation.
Characteristics of Online Learning
Tschirhart and Rigler (2009) define online learning as independent learning
opportunities. The Department of Education, Office of Planning describes online learning
as “learning that takes place partially or entirely over the Internet” (2010, p.9). Online
learning in K-12 public schools grew 65% between 2002-03 and 2004-05 (U.S
Department of Education, Office of Planning, 2010). Many students appreciate the ease
of learning online because they can learn at their own pace. This pace will vary from
student to student depending on motivation, ability, difficulty with subject area, difficulty
with the academic English presented in each class, and different learning styles. Online
learning has many benefits for students, among these its self-paced nature, the flexibility
of working from various locations and flexibility in schedule that is created when content
is available at all times of day or night (Donaghue, 2006). Online schools use modern
technology and help broaden education beyond the brick and mortar of traditional schools
(Dede, 2010). Many online courses are developed to enhance the learning of the student
in both experiences and outcomes (U.S. Department of Education, Office of Planning,
2010).
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When students take online classes they must have skills that enable them to utilize
the curricula. These skills include ability to use a computer, a consistent connection to
the curricula, and an ability to take charge of their learning. In addition to subject matter,
teachers also need computer skills to utilize the curricula, along with the ability to foster
autonomous learners (Tschirhart & Rigler, 2009).
One benefit of online learning is that students are allowed to see all the content as
they complete independent sections of the course. There are pieces of the course that can
be seen throughout the entire course like the offline or written assignments, the unit
headings, the syllabus, and the vocabulary. Another benefit of online courses is that
teachers can publish the progress of students and the areas where students need the most
assistance in their classes. This in turn could lead to many web-based educational
activities that will improve students’ skills and knowledge (Dede, 2010). While there are
a number of online curricula in U.S. high school, this study focuses on one setting which
uses a specific curriculum. This specific curriculum is described below.
One online curriculum which is in use in 4,500 school districts in the U.S.,
including the school where this research took place, is called Apex Learning®. Apex
Learning® serves a number of different online learning schools (Apex Learning Inc,
2010). Apex targets secondary school education and touts an online curriculum that
allows a teacher to spend more time with students and less time with lesson planning.
With the use of multimedia, Apex anticipates students will be more engaged in what they
are learning. All of Apex’s online curricula conform to state standards including
Colorado state requirements.
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Apex explains on their web page (Apex Learning Inc, 2010) that strategies are in
place to help ELLs use the curricula including chunking or breaking the information
down into manageable pieces of information, scaffolding to help ELLs be able to
understand the content, options for the students to listen to the text being read to them
and shortened page lengths. Apex states that all these pieces are to help ELLs to be able
to use the Apex curricula successfully and at their instructional level.
Both native and non-native English speaking college student were surveyed about
online classes say that the most important traits of an online environment are that it is
adaptive and personalized (Allinson & Hayes, 1996; Felder & Brent, 2005). Students
may use different learning styles for different environments as well as different content
subjects (Felder & Brent, 2005). In order to address different learning styles, the
curricula must not only have the content, but different methods to teach the content to the
student (Chen, Kinshuk, Wei & Liu, 2011). The curricula can include these different
learning styles and the learner can decide which style will fit for each topic, each unit or
each course which they take online (Felder & Brent, 2005). Certain curricula can also
use an automatic learner model which will choose the learning style most like what the
student is doing in their studies (Özpolat & Akar, 2009).
How Different Students Learn
In previous sections, various advantages to online learning were mentioned, such
as flexibility in scheduling and location. Another advantage concerns the many ways that
students learn, and how teachers can meet their needs most effectively. Online curricula
can address different learning styles, just as a classroom teacher can address different
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learning styles. Learning is defined as “the process whereby knowledge is created
through the transformation of experience” (Kolb, 1984). Boyatzis & Kolb (1991) also
state, “Learning style describes basic and generalized dimension of individuality in
learning” (p.2). By defining a student’s learning style, curricula can be developed for
each learning style to balance the different learning styles (Mainemelis, Boyatzis & Kolb,
2002). This can be applied to an online learning curriculum as well. While there are both
positives and negatives of an online curriculum, the curricula can be adjusted depending
on the learning style. Since there are so many styles in which students learn, for example
seeing, hearing, and doing, online learning can be adapted to match those learning styles
(Felder & Silverman, 1988).
Online learning presents a number of advantages for students and allows for
individualization according to learning style. Students can reread the materials or listen
to them, can take as much time as they need to complete tasks (or take additional time),
can match reading levels to appropriate class or amount of work, can review key terms as
needed and utilize visual aids to make curricula more interesting and interactive (Cho &
Reich, 2008). Students also are able to review and re-read material so they can fully
comprehend the text and additional material as many times as they need since there is no
end of a class and access is always available. The “always on” nature of the Internet
supports easy access to education, information, and participation in the community (U.S.
Department of Education, Executive Summary, 2010). By reviewing materials, students
can really understand what is being taught and learn in the manner which suits their
learning style best (Donoghue, 2006).
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While advantages to online learning abound, there are drawbacks as well (Cho &
Reich, 2008). For example, if students are listening to audio or viewing video curricula
they may not be able to slow the presentation down which may make it difficult for
students to understand the presentation. In addition, students may not ask for
clarification of the presentation, so comprehension may not be attained. Also,
instructional materials are the same for all; therefore it may not suit a student’s individual
learning style. Minimal or no interactions with other students or teachers may prevent
full understanding of the lesson or ability to learn from peer experiences. Finally, prior
knowledge is not always connected to lessons so the student may be at a disadvantage to
gaining insight on the lesson or retaining the lesson (Cho & Reich, 2008). Regardless of
the positives and negatives of online learning, learners learn best when the teacher is
teaching using the style most fitting for that student. When the teaching style and the
learning style are mismatched then students do not learn as much or as well as they
potentially could learn if the styles matched (Allinson & Hayes, 1996, Felder & Brent,
2005).
ELLs and Online Learning
Although research clearly points to the value of online learning and experts have
long understood that specific instruction and learning experiences are required for ELLs
to gain fluency in academic English, the field has yet to explore in depth the value of
online learning for secondary ELLs. The U.S. Department of Education states in its
September 2010 executive summary there were few rigorous research studies showing
the effectiveness of online learning for K-12 students (U.S. Department of Education,
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Office of Planning, p.xiv). This capstone seeks to add to this emerging area of research
to see how ELLs experience an online curriculum. One of the online curricula providers,
Apex Learning® states that their curriculum is good for all levels, including ELLs. Apex
has built in scaffolding for struggling learners, but they are still developing more
curricula based on their customers’ needs.
ELLs require additional supports not typically included in online curricula
because ELLs may not have the cultural background and exposure to content specific
words. Therefore successful instruction means additional pre-teaching of vocabulary and
trying to tie in content area subjects with an ELL’s existing knowledge (Cho & Reich,
2008). In some content areas, for example in social studies, there are many words that
are abstract or use alternative meanings to commonly used words which make a simple
explanation inefficient or difficult. Many ELLs lack the background knowledge
necessary to understand academic vocabulary and texts due to their limited time in the
U.S. or also limited formal education in their home countries. However, with the diverse
backgrounds of ELLs in this country, these students can provide new perspectives to
learning based on utilizing what ELLs may already know (Cho & Reich, 2008). To help
ELLs gain the academic understanding they need to be successful with an online
curricula, they need additional language support and language objectives in each lesson
in addition to the regular educational content objectives (Murphy, 2009).
Summary
In this chapter, I reviewed characteristics of the ELLs in this study as well as
learning goals in our current K-12 schools. I have outlined different approaches to
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teaching ELLs, in particularly content-based learning. I explain what an alternative
school is and talk about the different ways which students learn. Finally, I explore what
online learning looks like, how it affects ELLs and how they learn in this context.
In our current K-12 system, English language learners are and will continue to be
a large part of our learner population. As the numbers of ELLs increase, we teachers
need to be able to address the needs of our students. ELLs need to be able to learn both
social and academic English to be successful in K-12 schools, which may take up to ten
years to acquire. Fortunately, as technology increases, potential for teaching content
increases to include different learner preferences. In addition, students can choose the
method they prefer for that content. ELLs in some alternative settings can utilize online
learning to match their lifestyles and learning styles. This study looks at one population
of ELLs to understand how they experience an online curriculum.
This capstone seeks to add to this emerging area of research to examine how
ELLs experience an online curriculum. The next chapter will include a description of the
process used to collect data and information about online learning experiences for ELLs.
I will also include a description of the location in which the data was collected. In
addition, I will provide a rationale for using a case study approach as a method of
research.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY

This study is designed to examine how English Language learners experience an
online curriculum in a secondary school. How can teachers best help English language
learners when they struggle with learning in an online environment? In order to find out
how to best help them, educators first must understand how they experience an online
secondary school, how successful ELLs feel as online learners, how ELLs engage with
the online secondary curricula, and which strategies ELLs use to be successful with the
online curricula in order to build on those successes. Online schools and curricula are
becoming more common as high schools and universities offer online classes to reach
different types of learners.
This chapter explains the background research ideas and data collection
techniques used in this study, including participants, setting, research methods, and data
analysis techniques. First, the rationale and description of the research design is
presented along with a description of the qualitative paradigm. Next, the data collection
protocols are presented describing what a case study is and why it is an appropriate
method of research. Lastly, verification of data is presented and ethical concerns are
addressed.
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Qualitative Research Paradigm
A qualitative research paradigm is best suited for this research study because the
nature of human experiences cannot be numbers-based. Since my study is based on
observations and participants in a day-to-day setting with feedback via questionnaires and
interviews, there is no statistically significant quantitative data being collected. The basis
for this research is how participants feel using an online secondary curriculum.
Qualitative research is subjective and based on the discovery of the human subjects’
feelings and responses (Mackey & Gass, 2005). It is also in qualitative research in which
case studies are completed. This qualitative research paradigm allows me to explore how
ELLs experience an online secondary school in complex, nuanced ways.
What is a Case Study?
A case study has been defined as a process to analyze something in a qualitative
way, such as looking at a snapshot of a specific instance in time (Merriam, 2001).
Merriam states, “The single most defining characteristic of case study research lies in
delimiting the object of the study, the case” (p.27). This case study included eight
students who were experiencing the online curricula during the timeframe of three weeks.
The case study can be defined by the characteristics of particularism, descriptive-ness and
heuristic-ness (Merriam, 2001). Particularism is a focus on a specific event in time or
situation. Descriptive means that the case study has rich, evaluative language instead of
numbers as would be the case in quantitative research. Heuristic brings understanding to
the reader about the situation or event in the study. This study was mainly a descriptive
study. This study is descriptive because of the evaluations the participants made about
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learning in an online secondary school. Also, because the research base regarding ELLs
in online secondary environments is currently limited, a case study is an ideal method for
learning more about these specific learners in this particular setting and their experiences.
This study explores how ELLs experienced an online setting, as well as their
thoughts and views on learning English via a secondary school online curriculum. The
participants completed a questionnaire at the start of the project. As the study continued,
observations were recorded for two weeks in a journal by the researcher. At the end of
the two weeks of observations, interviews of a purposeful sampling of participants were
employed for a more in depth view of experiences with the online curricula. Within the
case study, questionnaires, interviews and journaling worked to triangulate data and to
document as closely as possible the full experience of ELLs in this unique learning
environment.
Why is this Method Suitable for my Research?
In order to capture what the participants think about learning English content
through an online curriculum, we must examine more than test scores and graduation
rates. A qualitative study can dig deeper into their experiences and reflect their thoughts,
emotions, and growth within this learning environment. As this study is concerned with
learners’ experiences and opinions, a case study can bring to light the positives and
negatives of this type of learning experience and what learners find easier or more
difficult than a traditional public school. The case study will not look at just one student,
as often is criticism of case studies (Tellis, 1997), but will look at several students’
experience with the online curricula. As a teacher in this setting, the researcher is an
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active participant and will keep an observation journal to record participants’ successes
and frustrations on a daily or biweekly basis.
How the Methodology was Implemented
Several methods were implemented to capture insights in this research. These
included a questionnaire, an observational journal and focal interviews. The researcher
had students complete a questionnaire from which three focal students were selected for
interviews later in the study. The researcher also completed a field journal based on ten
observations of eight participants over a three week time period. Finally, three
participants were interviewed to gain further insight.
The questionnaire collected participants’ initial thoughts about success with
online classes, how long they attended the school before the study began, when they
anticipated graduating, and how long they thought it would take to complete a class. A
sample of this questionnaire is in Table 2 as well as included in Appendix A.
The field journal gathered observations on what participants were doing during
their independent study time. Eight participants were observed for a period of time from
five minutes to twenty minutes for each observation over the course of three weeks.
During the three week period of time, ten observations were collected, though depending
on attendance, each participant may not have been observed ten times.
This case study collected additional data on how students felt about the challenge
of an online environment, as well as where participants felt they had been successful
despite different learning styles. The field journal and interviews gathered data on where
participants thought an ELL teacher could make a difference for new students as they
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became familiar with working in an online curriculum. Reactions of participants to
classes and environments were recorded during an interview, and included feelings about
feeling successful while using an online curriculum.
Elicitation Procedures and Examples
In the questionnaires and interviews, the researcher was looking for authentic
experiences which participants had while using the online curricula. A copy of the
questionnaire questions is stated in Table 2 is below as well as included in Appendix A.
The questionnaire was intended to determine which students would be quality candidates
for an interview after an observation period of three weeks in which the researcher would
be tracking progress and progression in classes with the main focus on how participants
were experiencing the online curricula. The questionnaire was intended to understand the
background of the student and their experience with the online curricula. Its purpose was
also to understand what each participant’s strengths and weaknesses were according to
the participant and to focus the observations in the following weeks. In the three weeks
of observations, the researcher sought to understand the feelings of the participant each
day towards the curricula in what they found easy to complete, what they found more
difficult and when they needed additional help to be successful. Throughout the threeweek observation time, the researcher watched and recorded to see how students were
progressing through their classes. In the interview, the researcher sought to get more
detailed responses from participants to understand how successful or frustrated each
participant felt using an online curriculum. The researcher asked open-ended questions
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to help focus and clarify the thoughts of the interviewed participants as well as to receive
ideas from participants as to what else they needed to feel successful.
In the entrance questionnaire, the following questions were asked (see Table 2).

Table 2
Questionnaire
Understanding Participant Background Questions:
Where are you from?
How long have you lived in the U.S.?
What is your native language? (Do you speak other languages?)
How long have you attended this school?
Have you used an online curriculum before attending this school? If yes, for how long?
What made you decide to attend an online school?

Understanding Comfort Level of Each Participant: (Likert scaled answers for how well)
What do you do well academically?
What do you have trouble doing academically?
How well can you complete short answer writing assignments? 1 2 3 4 5
How well can you write essays (3-5 paragraphs)? 1 2 3 4 5
How well can you complete online studies? Online quizzes? 1 2 3 4 5
How well can you read and understand the curricula? 1 2 3 4 5
How well can you listen and understand the curricula? 1 2 3 4 5
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Determining Success Each Participant Felt and If Additional Tools Participants Needed
to Feel Success Using the Online Curricula:
How fast do you think you complete courses using the online curricula?
What additional help do you need to feel that you are being a successful student?
Are your academic needs being met with this curriculum?
If yes, how? If no, then what do you need?

Rationale
Participants were asked about their familiarity with technology and what else they
needed to learn to be successful in an online environment. They were asked why they
decided an online environment would be beneficial to them and what they thought it
would be like versus what they found the curricula to be like in reality. Participants were
questioned about how much technology they had access to at home and whether their past
experience had made the adaptation to an online curriculum easier or more difficult. The
researcher inquired what participants thought should be changed in either individual
classes or how they are taught to use the curricula. This information sought to
extrapolate information to see if there were changes that could be made to be able to see
students be more successful. Open-ended questions were used during the interview
process to gain insight to the experiences participants had using the online curricula.
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The expectation for the interviews was that responses collected would contain
both positive and negative thoughts about online learning. Other expected responses
were that when students first started at the online school that they were not sure how to
proceed, but with instruction and practice they were able to be more successful in
navigating the curricula as well as the classes they were assigned to during their time at
school.
Data Collection
Setting: Context for ELLs
The English Language Learners in the school are instructed in an inclusion model,
meaning they were not isolated from mainstream students; they study together with their
native-English-speaking peers. ELLs are not separated from other students and all
students learned the same content in the same classroom. ELLs may receive additional
help as needed. For example, they may use an English/Spanish dictionary if their native
language is Spanish. They may have vocabulary pre-taught to them before reading or
they may have a teacher grade their work, focusing on both language development and
content. Students have access to an ELL teacher as well as other teachers who aid ELLs
through differentiation.
In this setting, there are many options to assist not only the ELLs, but any
struggling student. There are different reading levels within our curricula so
understanding at an individual student’s mastery of English affects the class assigned for
each student. Besides varying curricula levels, there are headphones for students to be
able to hear the curricula as well as read through it. In addition, there are study sheets
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which can be offered to help with the readings, but teachers can also help with finding the
information by listing the page number the information will be found on as well as giving
a student a completed copy. There are also classes that make use of graphic organizers
instead of a fill-in-the-blank approach to taking notes on the readings. Some students are
also allowed a modified assignment, or class, depending on the individual need of the
student. An example of this is that although a student must complete the assignment,
instead of a five-paragraph essay, they may be required to write a three-paragraph essay
or a one-paragraph essay depending on skills and needs.
ELLs are identified to the content teachers so that as they work in different
classrooms, the students can get the needed help. To help content teachers know what
kinds of differentiation to do with the ELLs, a form is completed for each student. This
form includes a checklist of different ideas including alternative curricula, pre-teaching
vocabulary, providing partners for students to work together, checking for understanding
after verbal directions are given, and having one central teacher grade the work of the
students, so the grading is consistent.
In an alternative setting, the biggest challenges with students’ progress in the
school are attendance, lack of use of English outside of school, and motivation. These
areas are all influenced by the expectations and home life. Given that all students
attending the school have the risk factors of dropping out at least one time in their life,
interrupted schooling, and student mobility, there are often serious gaps in learning. For
these reasons, students came to this school to complete their high school education.
Many times a student may not only need to catch up to their peers in classes, but also in
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understanding academic English. It has been stated that the normal time it takes ELLs to
attain academic grade level performance is from five to seven years, typically with some
ELLs taking up to ten years to reach academic grade level proficiency (Cummins 1979,
1980).
Location/Setting
The setting of this study was an alternative charter high school in a highly diverse
mid-sized city in the western United States. The target student is an at risk student who
at some point in his/her secondary school experience has dropped out of school. Students
are accepted from all districts who are at least sixteen years old and under twenty-one
years old. There were approximately 300 students enrolled in the school at the time of
the study, though this fluctuated throughout the year due to continuous open enrollment.
At the time of the study there were approximately thirty ELLs, including students who
may have been classified as both ELL and Special Education. The participants of this
study were seven Hispanic ELLs from Mexico and El Salvador or Hispanic students born
in the U.S. to Spanish-speaking families. All of the current ELLs at the time of the study
were Hispanic. Hispanic students were the largest population of ELLs in the district, but
there were over 55 different languages represented by ELLs in this school district. This
school has had ELLs attending for over four years, though the number of ELLs increased
dramatically in the past four years (prior to three years ago there were fewer than five
ELLs attending).
The school where this case study took place is considered an alternative charter
school; therefore there were different functions from a regular public high school.
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Students could be accepted from any school district. Also, because this location offered
an online secondary curricula there were not regular classrooms with one teacher and
thirty students, but instead there were large classrooms filled with computers and content
teachers to help students in specific content areas depending on the class on which the
student was working. Students were required to stay for five hours instead of six hours
which was typical of public school, which meant that the school year was also longer to
account for the mandated school hours to complete the state required time in school.
Another difference was that this school also accepted students until the time that they
turned 22 years old.
Participants
All students in this study were originally from Mexico or El Salvador, or were
born in the U.S. to Spanish-speaking families and were in a low socioeconomic class.
They were both male and female, ranged in age from 16 years old to 20 years old and
were currently in the 10th, 11th, and 12th grades. They had attended the school where the
research was conducted from two months to several years. All students were in the
proficiency range of low intermediate to low advanced, as determined by the annual
Colorado English Language Assessment. Students ranged with the time they have been
living in the U.S. from three months to eighteen years. This information can also be
found in Table 3.
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Table 3
Participant Information
Age

Sex

Years reported lived in U.S.

16

Female

All her life

*focal participant

16

Male

4 years

*focal participant

17

Female

14 years

17

Female

Unknown as questionnaire was not received

18

Male

18 years

19

Male

13 years

19

Male

3 months

20

Female

9 years

*focal participant

There were about thirty ELLs in the school where the study took place. From
those thirty students, students were chosen to participate who had consistent attendance.
Given this school was targeted at high-risk dropout students; it was determined for this
study that students had to have an attendance rate of 80% or better. Strong attendance
was critical to this study in order to establish reliable data and to ensure that consistency
in the project was not lost. If a student had poor attendance, the student was not asked to
participate because it was not clear whether they would have to relearn the online
procedure for each class they were working on for completion. Priority was given to
students who were included in the homeroom of the researcher as each day students
participated in an online reading program with their homeroom teacher. This was
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important as it helped to build relationships with participants as well as served as a daily
check to verify progress was being made in their classes.
After identifying students with an appropriate attendance percentage, several
students were asked if they would be willing to participate in the study. The purpose of
the case study was explained to them to see if they were interested in the project. For any
students who were under 18 years old, a letter of explanation and letter of permission to
participate was sent to their parent or guardian to be signed in order to move forward with
the study. It was explained that the purpose of the study was to collect their opinions and
feeling about the curricula. It was also clarified that the expectation of the participant
would be to complete a questionnaire and possibly also an interview where they would
give feedback on their successes and failures within the online curricula.
Focal participants were chosen because of high attendance during the three week
observational period. Three participants were chosen and asked to complete an
interview; all three agreed to be interviewed. All three focal students were from Mexico.
The first student interviewed was a 16 year-old female with good attendance during the
study even though she was balancing work with school. She had not attended the school
for very long, so was still in the process of figuring out how to make progress during her
time at school which she commented on during the interview. The second focal
participant was a 16 year-old male with consistent attendance. His attendance was close
to perfect before the study began and continued during the study. He had not lived in
Colorado for very long, but was also balancing work with school. He had already
completed several classes quicker than the expected one class per month at the time the
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study began. The final focal participant was a 20 year-old female who had consistent
attendance. She, too, was balancing work with school. She had been out of school for
two years before returning to start at this school the previous autumn. All three focal
participants were balancing work life with school, but all three found the will to attend
school regularly.
The letter of participation explained that all information would be in a public
study. It also stated their names would be changed and a pseudonym would be used. It
described the study as a confidential study in which no identities would be made public.
A statement was included that there was no pressure in signing or participating in the
study and that all participants were volunteers and could exit the study at any time or for
any reason.
Data Collection Specifics
For the first piece of data collection, a questionnaire was used. A questionnaire is
defined as “a written instrument that present participants with a number of questions to
which they are to respond” (Mackey & Gass, 2005). The questionnaire was given out for
students to complete to determine which students would be later interviewed for the third
piece of data collection. A potential problem with using a questionnaire is that it is
superficial and may not yield accurate answers (Harris & Brown, 2010). Students were
asked to complete this questionnaire alone, without a time limit, to attempt to receive the
best possible answers and to alleviate some of the pressure of expressing themselves.
Another problem with a questionnaire is that the participant may misunderstand a
question, in which case the data may not be valid. To address this problem, several
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different people read through the questions to ensure more reliability in the purpose for
each question. Questionnaires are widely used and useful for data collection without the
necessity of a researcher being present (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2011). A copy of
the questionnaire given to students was included in the appendix under Appendix A.
The second piece of data collected was a field journal of the researcher’s
experiences as students were observed in the study. Observation focuses on recording
events and behaviors in a setting (Marshall & Rossman, 2010). One of the draw backs of
observation is that the researcher may miss information or that participants may feel
uncomfortable. These issues were addressed by explaining the actions at the beginning
of the study to alleviate any discomfort by the participants. It was natural that
observations could not occur for all students at all times and it was taken into
consideration as the analysis was completed. An additional potential problem was
inconsistencies with the journal entries. To help consistency, the researcher used an
observational protocol. An observation protocol is described as a way of focusing
observations on specific tasks or behavior (Marzano, 2009). As the researcher collected
observations in a journal, the following observational protocol was used with these
guiding questions. What am I observing? Is the student reaching daily goals? How will I
know if the student is engaged in learning? If the student is not reaching daily goals,
what is causing the goal not to be reached? What challenges were participants having
when using the curricula and how did they handle these challenges? With these guiding
questions, the researcher recorded observations daily on participants. Personal
reflections are a strong benefit of observations because they may bring out new points of
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view and possibly different points of view from the participants (Marshall & Rossman,
2010). The observations were focused on the three to five students who were later
interviewed. The focus of the observations was on how students experience the curricula,
what they did to improve their English, and how they interacted with their teachers and
peers. It was noted when students were using their English skills in social settings, how
well they were doing and if they gained any proficiency. Students were observed when
they were facing challenges with the curricula or language and how they handed these
difficulties. Overall, students’ experiences and how they handled their challenges and
successes were recorded in the researcher’s daily journal.
The third piece of data collection was student interviews with three primary
participants. The information gathered in the questionnaire was used to determine which
three to five students were selected for interviews to obtain more detailed observations
and feelings. A structured interview is defined as an interaction in which the researcher
asks the same set of questions to each participant (Mackey & Gass, 2005). First, the
questions were written to understand how students experienced the online curricula.
Second, they were rewritten to make sure the responses received would gain the
maximum feedback from each student by asking open-ended questions to engage them to
talk more. There could be potential problems with the interview because students may not
have understood what was asked of them. Therefore the questions were worded in a
couple of different ways to help aid understanding, so they could answer as best they
could. Also, responses were repeated so it allowed participants additional time to think
about additional points of reflection. Another potential problem was that participants
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might have forgotten certain challenges or experiences they had. A possible solution to
this was to interview several different participants. The key questions that drove the
study were those showing how successful the curricula made them feel as well as those
questions which showed where they were frustrated and why. In addition, if they were
frustrated it highlighted what areas they were frustrated with and how those problems
could be alleviated. An advantage to an interview is that participants can be asked
questions about phenomena that may not be observable such as feelings and opinions.
Another advantage is that some participants may be more comfortable speaking rather
than writing, which can result in more accurate results (Mackey & Gass, 2005). A copy
of the interview questions can be found below in Table 4.

Table 4
Interview Questions
Understanding Participant Experience:
Have you used an online curriculum before this school?
If yes, which curricula?
How long did you use it?
How was it different from the curricula (Apex, A+) at this school?
Tell me about your interactions at school.
Do you feel like you are being successful using this curricula?
If yes, in what ways are you successful? (Writing improved, reading improved, speaking
improved, listening improved, and completed more classes here)
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If not successful, why not? (Did not complete classes, attendance, motivation)

What can be done to help you be more successful? (Setting goals, learning vocabulary
before the study, more individual help from the teachers, listening to curricula,
attendance, motivation)

How do you interact with other students? How do you interact with teachers? What
opportunities do you have to talk to teachers or other students? (Examples include
discussions, asking questions, talking with other students about curricula)

How do you get clarifications? (When you don’t understand a quiz, a study or a written
assignment, do you ask for help? Do you get the help you need?

Tell me two things your teacher could do differently to help you be successful?

Can you tell me one or two things which the school/the teachers have done which have
been helpful? (Or not helpful?)

Procedure
Three participants were interviewed at the completion of the two weeks of data
collection. They were interviewed individually in a separate classroom to minimize
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distractions and maximize comfort and privacy. The participants who were interviewed
were observed for three weeks during the data collection time period for at least once a
day for 5 to 10 minutes during regular classroom time.
Materials
Participants were given a questionnaire at the beginning of the data collection.
They were able to complete the form alone or in the classroom, wherever they were most
comfortable. Second, they were observed for three weeks in how they experienced the
online curricula. Third, three students were interviewed at the end of the three weeks to
share their experiences with working online. A copy of the questionnaire and the
interviews are found in Appendix A.
Data Analysis
Patterns and themes were identified from the questionnaires, the researcher’s
observational journal and the participant interviews. First, the data was read and
reviewed. Second, notes were taken from the collected data and then collected into
common ideas and patterns. Next, data was interpreted according to the identified
themes and possible explanations analyzed. Finally, the findings and conclusion were
reported in the final chapter of this thesis (Marshall & Rossman, 2010).
For the questionnaire, the following procedure was used as recommended by
Cohen, Manion & Morrison. First, the questionnaires were reviewed to determine they
were completed, meaning every question had a written response. Second, questions were
read to check for validity and accuracy. Lastly, they were checked for uniformity or to
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verify the questions were understood. Once this procedure was completed, then the
questionnaires were read for common themes that will be discussed in the next chapter.
The field journal was reviewed weekly to be able to identify themes or
occurrences of behavior into smaller pieces of data instead of gathering too much data
(Cohen, et. al, 2011). This also involved coding densely without initial summary. Data
was tracked over three weeks, with themes and patterns begin identified weekly. Patterns
and themes were then structured into hierarchies to reflect the significance of each theme
or pattern.
For the interpretation of the interview data, the actual interview was recorded and
transcribed with any nonverbal data relevant to the conversation also recorded during the
interview to ensure the non-verbal and visual aspects were also relayed (Cohen, et. al,
2011). Themes were identified once the interviews were transcribed and coded according
to importance. Additionally, non-verbal commonalities were also identified to be able to
take into consideration the changes in the meanings conveyed by the participants.
Verification of Data
The researcher ensured internal validity of the study by using a triangulation of
data approach. Data were collected using three techniques, including a questionnaire, a
field journal and a collection of interviews. Since this study relied on a participatory
mode of research, bias can occur. To help alleviate any possible bias on the part of
participants, multiple students were selected for each part of the data collection to acquire
a range of responses.
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The main identifying tool to interpret data was coding of similar themes through
each individual pieces of data collection. Themes were coded after each step of data
collection. First, questionnaires were coded to help create additional questions and to
look for additional aspects during the field journal. The field journal was then coded for
themes once each week. Finally, the interviews were coded for themes once they were
transcribed. Reliability was also looked at in each step of data collection to ensure bias
was not a guiding factor in the data interpretation, but it was also addressed in the
following chapters to understand other possible interpretations of the same data.
Additionally, the main tool used to interpret the data collected in the interviews
was constant comparison (Glaser, 1978). By using constant comparison analysis the
researcher can cultivate a theory by identifying themes from categories, coding and then
connecting them (Boeije, 2002). Once themes were identified in the questionnaires and
field journal, they were then expanded and incorporated into the interviews to be able to
expand the information already received. Comparison occurred on several levels, first
within one single interview. The reasoning behind this was to identify common themes
and codes within one interview to understand the results. Next, comparison was made
between two individual interviews. The purpose of this was to verify if the participants
were experiencing the same thing or something different.

The last comparison was to

other interviews with which a different perspective was given in order to triangulate the
data within the interview process. After the comparisons were completed, the researcher
looked at the data for interpretation. The results are presented in the following chapter.
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Ethics
Ethical considerations are important in qualitative research and the researcher has
accepted the responsibility to respect the rights, needs, values, and desires of the
informants. Professional codes and federal regulations take into consideration the
protection of informants from harm, the right to privacy, informed consent, and
protection from deception. This study employed the following safeguards to protect
informant’s rights:
1. Research objectives were shared with informants.
2. Written permission was obtained/informed consent given.
3. Human subjects review was presented and accepted.
4. Verbatim transcriptions are included.
5. Anonymity of informants (all names have been changed, data was stored
securely, and students could leave the study at any time for any reason).

The participants observed and interviewed are a particularly vulnerable
population. They were not only minorities, racially and linguistically, but also
legally/politically due lack of documented citizenship or having undocumented family
members, and/or previously having experienced failure in formal school settings. Given
this difference in background and culture between the participants and the researcher,
there was a power differential between the two. The issues were complex and had to be
acknowledged. White researchers must take care when they work and build relationships
with minorities to ensure that the work is both meaningful and appropriately set
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(Bigelow, 2011). The researcher took this into consideration by being reflective and
looking at ways in which the data could be misconstrued due to ethnicity.
Conclusion
In working closely with English Language learners in Colorado for four years, the
researcher was drawn to this unique group of learners and designed this study to shed
light on their experiences within an online learning environment. Given that the school
where this study took place serves learners who at one time have dropped out of high
school, there are many barriers preventing students from attending consistently. Such
barriers include the need to work and support their families, lack of self-confidence in
English and hesitancy asking for help when needed, peer influences, inconsistent home
lives, and still developing fluency in academic English in order to succeed at school.
This study should help to determine the successes and barriers that English language
learners experience while using the online curricula in this secondary high school. By
examining the lived experiences of current ELLs in an online learning setting, much can
be learned about how to best serve these vulnerable learners in this unique context for
teaching and learning.
In the next chapter, results of this study are shared from each of the three data
sources: questionnaire, field journal and interviews. Interpretations of the data are also
shared.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS

This study was designed to understand how ELLs experience an online secondary
curriculum. In chapter three, I described the research data design and the procedures I
used for my data collection. In order to understand these experiences, my data collection
consisted of three data sources. The first was a questionnaire which participants were
given and asked to return the same day. They were given the option of completing the
questionnaire in a separate room from other students. In total seven questionnaires were
given out, completed and returned to the researcher. Next, for three weeks, I observed all
eight participants in the research study and recorded field notes in a journal. Finally, I
interviewed and recorded the interviews of three primary participants who were
consistent in their attendance during the observation. Through the collection of these
data, I sought to find the answer to the following questions of how ELLs experience an
online secondary school.
1. How successful do ELLs feel as online learners?
2. How do ELLs engage with the online secondary curricula?
3. What strategies do ELLs use to be successful with the online curricula?
In this chapter, I present the results from my data collection. Themes identified from my
research helped me to understand how to support ELLs who use an online curriculum. I
categorized my findings under the three data collection techniques.
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Participants Questionnaires
The first piece of data I collected was via a questionnaire. Seven participants of
the eight who agreed to participate completed the questionnaire for my research. The
students self-identified where they were from with one no answering, two stating they
were from California, two from Mexico, one from Colorado and one from El Salvador.
Two of seven students have lived in the United States for all their lives, and the other five
students have lived in the U.S. from three years to fourteen years. When asked to
identify native language, one participant identified as being bilingual with English and
Spanish as the languages spoken. Six other participants all identified with Spanish as
their native language. Of the six native Spanish speakers, three also stated that they
spoke English and one stated being able to speak both English and Korean.
(Unfortunately, the researcher was unable to find out more about this unique situation of
speaking English and Korean.)
Participants were asked how long they had attended the school where the research
was collected to gain an idea how long they had used the curricula at the time of data
collection. There was a range of several months to one year. In addition, participants
were asked if they had ever used an online curricula before this particular school; all
seven respondents answered that they had never used an online curricula before attending
this school.
Participants decided to attend this school for various reasons. Two participants
stated they were attending for credit recovery. Credit recovery is for students who have
failed classes and want to complete more classes in order to graduate on time or return to
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their previous school. One participant stated the reason for attending this school was a
higher opportunity to graduate on time (four years from the date which the student begins
9th grade). Another participant stated something similar with attending to graduate faster
and at his or her own pace. Yet another participant stated the purpose was to graduate
faster. The last two participants stated the reason was to get a high school diploma (due
to the fact that this student cannot receive a high school diploma in another school due to
his age as it is a district practice to refer students 21 years old or greater to adult GED
programs) and that he had to because he couldn’t go back to regular high school (either
because of age or a police record).
Participants were asked about their academic strengths and weaknesses. One
participant stated both math and English as strengths. Two additional participants stated
math as a strength, while four stated English/history as their strengths. Only two
participants stated English/history as weaknesses, with four stating math as their
weakness. When a participant stated math as the strength, with the exception of one
participant, they stated English/history as the weakness. When English/history was the
strength, math was stated as the weakness. When asked about specific tasks, the average
on a scale of 1 to 5 (with 5 being able to do something very well) for every task was a
range of 3.57 to 4.14 which is as shown below in Table 5. Table 6 shows the number of
participants who chose each rating.
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Table 5
Average of Likert scaled questions
How well can you complete short answer writing assignments?

3.86

How well can you write essays (3-5 paragraphs)?

3.57

How well can you complete online studies? Online quizzes?

3.86

How well can you read and understand the curricula?

3.86

How well can you listen and understand the curricula?

4.14

Table 6
How Participants Rated Themselves on Academic Tasks, number of participants

1

2

3

4

5

How well can you complete short answer
writing assignment

0

0

2

3

2

How well can you write essays

0

1

1

5

0

How well can you complete online studies
and quizzes

0

0

3

2

2

How well can you read and understand the
curricula

0

0

3

2

2

How well can you listen and understand
the curricula

0

0

1

4

2

Note: 1 was noted as cannot do well/it is difficult. 5 was noted as can do very
easily/very well.

48

Participants were then asked to state how quickly they get through their classes.
This was to get a feel if they are making the minimum required classes completed in a
semester. At this school, completing one class a month is the goal with some students
completing more than one a month and others completing one class in two or more
months. Participants answered that one class took them between one week and two
weeks to three months to complete one class. One participant stated one class completed
per month, while three participants stated they could complete more than one class in a
month. Two participants did not give a time frame by stating, “it depends” and one
participant stated it took three months to complete one class.
Participants responded with a variety of answers to the question of, “What
additional help do you need to feel that you are being a successful student?” Participants
said they needed one-on-one help on assignments and quizzes, encouragement, and
patience from teachers. They also stated they needed help being more focused in order to
get their work done, as well as help getting more credits in order to be more successful.
One participant stated they were already getting everything needed to be successful.
The majority of participants responded positively that they were getting their
academic needs met by using the online curricula. Only one participant stated that needs
were not being met. Five other participants stated yes that needs were being met. One
additional participant stated no, then crossed it out and wrote more math skills in order to
meet needs with this curriculum. When asked to elaborate on why or why not their needs
were being met, the participant that stated no, that needs were not being met stated that he
was not coming to school prepared and was being lazy. The positive responses included
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that teachers were providing students with the help needed to be successful, participants
were focused and on task, participants can work at own pace so learning more than a
regular classroom, and having teachers push participants to get work done which result in
more confidence in academic abilities. Overall, participants felt they were making
progress using this curriculum, and they knew what they needed to do to continue to
make progress whether that was asking for help when they didn’t understand or coming
prepared to school. Because they were making progress, participants felt successful.
Observational Journal
The second source of data was an observational journal. I used five guiding
questions to help me focus my observations. These guiding questions were:
What am I observing?
Is the participant reaching daily goals?
How will I know if the student is engaged in learning?
If the student is not reaching daily goals, what is causing the goal not to be
reached?
What challenges were participants having when using the curricula and how did
they handle these challenges?
I organized the data for the observations under the five guiding questions to better
analyze the data I recorded during the three weeks of observations. First, I looked at
what I was observing and divided it into seven categories of what participants were doing
when I observed them. This information is found in Table 7.
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Table 7
Categories of Student Activity during Observations
Activity

Number of observations

% of observations

Working independently

32

57%

Getting help from a teacher

9

16%

Volunteering

2

3.5%

Leaving school early

3

5%

Talking with peers

7

13%

Working on coursework with peers

1

2%

Checking progress with a teacher

2

3.5%

Next, I examined how often students were reaching their daily goals. 46%
percent of the time, these students were making their daily goals. 54% of the time
observed, students did not make their goals due to a number of reasons. Reasons for
making goals included motivation for graduation and reducing the goal for the student.
Reasons for not making the goal included a testing window and volunteering.
Engagement of student learning was more difficult to track as it looks different
for each participant. Of the time spent observing students, for 81% of this time, the
participants were engaged with the curricula and making progress. Some of the activities
that showed that they were engaged were asking for help from a teacher when they
couldn’t understand a concept, taking notes, and concentrating on a study. Another 19%
of the time I observed participants, they were not engaged on the curricula. When
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students had lost focus on school, progress and the curricula it was due to volunteering,
being upset about personal problems, looking for a job while at school (or leaving early
to look for a job or go to a job), or socializing with other students.
When looking at the instances when participants were not reaching daily goals, as
well as the road blocks causing the students not to reach daily goals, I found four main
areas affecting participants’ progress and feeling of success. The most frequent
observational category was motivation due to trying to avoid school work or a specific
subject. Another category was balancing school with working and home life. The next
category occurs because of standardized testing. When participants are testing, it
automatically takes time away from the regular school day. Another interruption of daily
goals is volunteering, as it occurs during the school day and also takes time away from
regular classroom time when students can ask questions of teachers. The last category is
self-advocacy. Some of the students wait until they can go no further and do nothing
more before asking for help. Since the curricula is for mastery, meaning students repeat
work until they reach a passing grade, this can delay progress and frustrate participants if
they lack the ability to ask for help when content becomes difficult.
The last question recorded in the researcher observation journal worked to
identify what challenges participants faced when using the curricula and also how they
handled these challenges. Using the same general categories in the previous section
regarding not reaching goals, working through challenges to reach those goals seemed to
be aligned. The most observed of the categories (48% of challenges) was challenges with
self-advocacy. Self-advocacy can be described as a student’s ability to ask for help when
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having a problem understanding a concept or a quiz, as well as being in a class that may
not be suited to their academic ability. The next greatest number of challenges (32%) fell
into the motivation category. This included students finding a subject boring or
becoming frustrated with the work they were working on for a credit. The last two
categories were both much smaller with school/work/life balance being 13% of
challenges and testing and volunteering at 7%. While these were challenges during this
study, they will be addressed more fully in chapter five.
Student Interviews with Focal Participants
The last data piece in the triangulation was student interviews. I interviewed three
participants to get a more in-depth view of perspectives of participants regarding online
curricula and their successes with it. The first question again was to establish the
background of using an online curriculum. None of the three students had used on online
curricula before, though some schools had online programs for reading, but not full
classes online.
Next, I asked about interactions at school and when participants feel successful.
One student said that she felt successful at school in subjects where she didn’t feel she
had been successful before because whenever she would become frustrated she couldn’t
ask for help at that moment. With this curricula and setting, she can ask and receive help
any time she becomes frustrated which makes her feel success because she then
understands the material better. Another student said that she likes the curricula because
she can go at her own pace and she can learn what she wants to learn instead of what is
being taught that day which she said made it harder for her. She also said she can take
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notes and go over them at any time or multiple times if she doesn’t feel like she
understands the material. She also uses online dictionaries when she doesn’t know a
word she is reading. The last student said that he thinks he is successful and that the
curriculum is “alright.” He said it also depends on how much effort you put into doing
the work and how easy that class is for the student who is learning it. He said he also
feels successful because he is learning the material better than he did in regular classes.
Next, I asked participants about when they feel unsuccessful and how they could
be more successful. Two of the participants couldn’t think of any time when they felt
unsuccessful, but the third said that he sometimes doesn’t feel like he is making any
progress in a class or feels like he is stuck on a lesson. Another student said she could be
more successful by asking teachers for more help, but also feels she is already getting a
lot of help from teachers and if she keeps asking for help it will be better. The first
student said that she feels more successful than at a regular high school, and when she
needs help the teachers are more focused on helping the students so she gets more help,
which makes her feel good.
The next questions were about how participants interact at school with both
teachers and students. The first student said that she had more interactions at this school
than other schools. She said there are lots of opportunities to be able to talk to teacher.
At other schools, she said you raise your hand and wait and see if you get called on,
which she said made it more difficult in other schools and easier in this school. The
second student agreed as she said that she has opportunities all the time. She said she
asks questions on every lesson when there is something she doesn’t understand, and she
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gets the help that she needs. The third student said that every day is different. The work
that he has to do every day is different so there are different discussions every day with
teachers.
I then asked specifically about how the participants get clarifications when
struggling with a concept or an assignment. The third student said he first will reread the
study and if he still doesn’t understand then he will go ask a teacher, but he said many
times it is simple and he understand the information. The second student said that she
simply goes and asks teachers if she doesn’t understand. The teachers then go over
everything in the lesson with her. The first student said that she also gets help when she
needs it, but she always asks for help too. If the teachers in one classroom are busy, she
will go to another classroom to get the help that she needs. She said the teachers are
often busy because they are always helping students understand the studies, tests or
quizzes.
The last two questions were aimed at understanding how teachers can help the
participants be successful and what they have already done to help participants. The first
student said she couldn’t think of anything additional teachers could do because they are
already helping her. She said teachers have done a lot to help her. She said they have
become like family because they try to help her not only with schools problems, but with
problems outside of school as well. She said that in a regular school there are too many
students, so teachers can’t get to know all the students, but here they help you with
everything because they don’t want that to stand in the way of getting academics done.
She said it’s like a house where the teachers are like your mom; they give you advice and
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help you with everything. In a regular high school this is far less common. She ended by
saying that although it is a smaller school, it is better because you aren’t divided into
groups. The second student also couldn’t think of anything that teachers could do in
addition to what they are already doing. She said whenever she needs help, there is
always a teacher helping her. She also said that the teachers are good at helping her, and
if she needs help on every quiz they will help her every time. The third student suggested
that teachers help more by not setting goals in the curricula because then he would come
to school more as the goals are stressing him. He doesn’t like the pressure of seeing that
an assignment is late or that he is behind schedule. He did say that teachers were already
helping him understand because they give him examples in his terms, for example in
soccer. He really liked that the teachers would make the examples relate to something he
was familiar with, and he thought it was a better way to understand the lesson.
Conclusion
In conclusion, in this chapter the data collected via three differing data sources, a
questionnaire, an observational journal and interviews, are summarized to examine how
ELLs experience an online curriculum. The triangulation of data helped verify what
individual participants were feeling and experiencing. Participants also overcame
challenges both at school and at home in order to make academic progress and feel
successful. In chapter five, I synthesize these findings and discuss my major findings,
their implications, limitations of the study and suggestions for further research.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION

In this research project, I attempted to answer the question: How do ELLs
experience an online secondary school? To understand how ELLs experience an online
secondary school, I broke down the information into three sub-questions focusing on how
successful students feel as online learners, how they engage with online learning, and
what strategies students use to be successful using an online curriculum. First, I gave a
questionnaire to learn about the background of the participants, their experience level
with an online curriculum, their strengths and weaknesses as they perceive it, and finally
how they can feel successful as an online student. Next, I observed participants and
recorded my findings in a journal focusing on what I observed, daily learning goals,
student engagement, road blocks to reaching daily goals, and challenges in interacting
with the curricula and how they handled those challenges. Lastly, I interviewed three
participants to get a more in depth view of their experience with online curricula, their
interactions at school, their successes at school, and how teachers can be more
supportive.
In this chapter, I relay my major findings and present the limitations of the study.
I also discuss the implications of my finding for teachers and administrators. Finally, I
make suggestions for further research.
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Major Findings
My goal in this study was to understand, from a student’s point of view, how
students experience an online secondary curriculum. The following themes, outlined in
Table 8, are identified as my major findings.

Table 8
Major Findings
Participants have complex ethnic and linguistic identities.
Common reasons for attending an online school persist among these learners.
Participants’ confidence with the online curricula is cyclical.
Participants’ rate of progress with an online curriculum exceeds expectations.
The online environment fosters independent, yet supported, learning.
Participants feel successful with an online curriculum.
Student motivation for learning varies due to a number of factors.
Participants balance school life with home and work life.
Participants learn to self-advocate while using an online curricula.

Participants have complex ethnic and linguistic identities
Variation in self-reporting indicated the complex identities of these young
participants. Three of the six participants identified places within the United States and
three named places outside of the United States. In my research, I found there are
participants who spent the majority of their lives in the United States, may not be
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citizens, but self-identify as being from the U.S. Another complexity found in
participants was participant abilities in languages. Only one of the participants identified
as being bilingual in English and Spanish. Three additional participants identified
Spanish as their native language and speaking English as an additional language. One
participant identified being a native Spanish speaker with English and Korean being
additional languages spoken. Although all participants are in an ELL program, two
participants did not feel that they spoke any additional languages to their native language
even though they are enrolled in an English speaking/writing school curriculum and were
clearly advanced speakers of English. These diverse language abilities are not being
recognized with confidence as a part of participants’ self-identity.

Common reasons for attending an online school persist among these learners
Participants resemble typical alternative school students in that they have not been
successful in more traditional, public schools. In looking at the background of students, I
wanted to discover if these participants felt more successful. Prior to being in this school,
none of the participants identified him/herself as having used an online curriculum. They
also did not identify themselves as attending the school for more than one year. All
participants had some experience with the online curricula in this school before this
research study and could talk about their experiences at this school. Participants were
more successful in this setting with motivation than a traditional public school because,
although they continued to have problems with attendance, they did not fail classes due to
lack of attendance or missing lessons as they were taught, which led to feeling more
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successful. Two participants mentioned in their interviews that they get more help in this
setting, so they understand the content of their classes, which lead them to completing the
class and feeling success.
The two main reasons students decided to attend this particular school were to be
able to graduate faster or on time because they were behind in credits or because they
could not return to a regular public high school (either due to age limitations or police
record) as recorded on their questionnaires. In both cases, this supports their motivation
to get their education and, in the end, their high school diplomas. However, there are
other reasons students have to attend high school which include needing to prove they are
in school full time to get certain socio-economic benefits like welfare or food stamps.

Participants’ confidence with the online curricula is cyclical.
While confident in certain academic strengths, students reported weaknesses
centered on the content areas of school. Students, who identified math as a weakness,
noted English and social studies as a strength. The inverse was also true, when a student
noted English and social studies as a weakness, they also noted math as an area of
strength. (Students chose subjects as their strength or weakness based on the classes
which they were able to work on? What does this mean?). Students also tended to work
on the subject that they felt was a strength and avoided the weaker content area, which
was evident from observations and cross-referencing with the questionnaire. Since
success creates more success, students picked their strongest subject and felt more
comfortable with it as they grew in their knowledge and ability. Once their chosen
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subject area classes were completed, they had to begin work on their weak content areas.
This meant their cycle of success had to begin again in the new content area. Since
students felt more successful in one content area, the inverse was true in that they also
felt unsuccessful in their weaker content area and so avoided working on it. This is
supported by the data: I found that 81% of the time I observed participants, they were
engaged in learning, while 19% of the time participants were not engaged in learning.
Breaking it down further, of the time participants were engaged in learning, 64% of that
time participants were working independently, while the other 36% of the time they were
receiving help from a teacher. This data indicates that students had confidence in their
ability to make progress in their classes, but that they also did not work completely
independently and benefited from the mixed environment of this online high school
staffed with trained teachers. This pattern of independent work and receiving assistance
is discussed further in the chapter.

Participants’ rate of progress with an online curriculum exceeds expectations.
The Likert scaled questions revealed that all the participants who completed the
questions have confidence in their academic abilities in an online setting, which enabled
students to progress more quickly than the expectation of the school (completion of one
class per month). Participants feel their strength is in listening and understanding the
curricula, while the greatest area of weakness was in writing three- to five-paragraph
essays. However, this group rated themselves higher than the average rating of three. No
participants felt they had difficulty doing any of the tasks related to the online curricula,
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which is directly related to the feeling of success experienced by participants.
Participants’ comfort level with working independently and getting help as needed is
higher in this setting than a public high school, according to my observations and
interviews. Because of the high comfort level with the curricula, participants’ perceived
rate of progress is that they are completing more classes than the expectation of one class
per month. 63% of participants in the last semester of school were completing more than
one class per month. At one class per month, students will complete this high school
diploma in four years.
When looking at specifically if participants were making daily goals during the
time they were observed, 46% of participants were making their daily goals, but when
compared to being on task 77% of the time, I would expect this number to be higher. The
daily goals set for students don’t take into account when students’ have to retake quizzes
because they failed the first time (and since the curricula is for mastery, students have to
pass before moving forward), time for making corrections to homework, time for
receiving help from teachers, volunteering or testing. With these considerations, a higher
percentage of students would be making daily goals while still making progress towards
class completion. Both volunteering/working and testing are requirements students need
for graduation, so although they keep students from making their daily goal they are not
hindering students from making graduation progress.
There are a variety of other reasons participants are not completing a class a
month, which could include losing motivation or having problems balancing their home
and work life with their school life and expectations. My observational journal guided
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me to find that it could also be that the class is in an area of weakness or a higher
difficulty class. However, other participants stated in the questionnaire they are
completing classes at a rate faster than one a month which means either the class is too
easy for their level, they are motivated to complete more than one class a month, or the
classes they are completing quicker than one month are the classes in which the
participants excel. Some participants are spending extra time at school or at home
working on the class in order to complete the class more quickly than in one month.
Additionally, because students can use their notes for any part of the class, this can help
them get through the class more quickly as they do not need to spend their time
memorizing vocabulary or formulas in order to be successful.

The online environment fosters independent, yet supported, learning
During my observations, I found that the majority of the time (57%) students were
working independently. This was revealing, but not shocking because there are a limited
number of teachers in each classroom to offer help, but on the other hand it shows that
students may be trying to understand the work prior to asking for help. This indicates
that although there are a limited number of teachers to offer help, students have learned to
work and try the material first before asking for help. By working independently most of
the time, students are showing responsibility for their education and their success. 77%
of the time I observed students, they were on task and working on their classes either
independently or with help from teachers. This is higher than I would have expected in
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this setting where students can be off task if they want to be, but this data shows they
want to make progress.
The participants all felt their needs were being met with the curricula according to
the questionnaire, with one exception. One participant took responsibility for his needs
not being met, which he attributed to his lack of coming prepared to school and being
lazy. It is interesting to note that he took responsibility for his lack of success because he
knows what he needs to do well and how the curricula can meet his academic needs if he
were to work more diligently. It also shows that he knows how to make the curricula
meet his academic needs, as it has in the past.

Participants feel successful with an online curriculum
From the data I collected, participants were feeling successful in this setting with
the online secondary curricula, though none of the participants had used an online
curricula prior to attending this school. Two participants stated in interviews they were
already being successful and they didn’t need any additional help to feel successful. This
is a positive result because participants already feel successful with the work they are
doing and the progress they are making. The two categories where participants said they
needed help were from themselves and from teachers as written on questionnaires. From
teachers, participants requested patience, one-on-one help during quizzes, and
encouragement. This shows participants are receiving this type of help already and want
it to continue. It also proves they know what they need to be successful. Given the
reasons students choose to come to this school on the questionnaire, 86% stated for credit
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recovery and graduation, it demonstrates participants know they need additional attention
or help in subjects they are struggling to complete. Participants also realize they need to
be contributing to their success by being focused on the work they need to complete the
class and be successful in their future careers (and not avoid class work). This selfreflection is important for students to be aware of so they know what to overcome to be
successful in this environment. Overall, this study presented data that participants are
aware of what they need in this environment to be successful or to continue to be
successful. It reveals that participants have learned how to work in an online secondary
school although none had had prior experience in an online curriculum. Lastly, it shows
that the success that participants feel breeds more success.
The confirmations in the questionnaire that needs for 86% were being met gave
credit to teachers for helping participants, being at school and making progress every day,
and working at your own pace and at your own level. These are positive affirmations that
participants feel success and know how to use the curricula to learn and complete classes.
Participants feel supported by teachers, and although one participant stated that the
teacher pushes the students to get academics done, the participant feels particular success
with this method because of having more confidence in academic abilities.
Participants feel capable, so they can be successful by getting help when they
need it and by completing classes. According to the questionnaires, 42% of participants
are recovering credits by completing more classes than needed which grows their
confidence in their ability to complete classes. It is a positive cycle; participants feel
more successful, so they are more successful, which then loops around to more success.
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In my research, I found that participants are confident in their ability to complete classes
and feel success, and if they are not successful they know what they need to do in order
to reach success.

Students’ motivation for learning varies due to a number of factors
Motivation (or lack of motivation) was both an area of frustration for participants
as well as an affirmation for getting a lot accomplished in a day. When looking at
individual motivational concerns in the observational period, 56% of the time when the
difficulty was motivation, the way it was handled by participants was detrimental to
making progress at school. The result was avoiding the work by sleeping, drawing,
talking with other students or simply failing the work. The outcome was beneficial to the
participant 42% of the time, mainly by asking for help or taking notes on the areas where
they were struggling. Showing students how to take the negative results and turn them
into positive progress making results would have a big effect on not only progress, but
also in making the student more independent as they would be shown how to handle that
stress in a more positive manner. The data from the observations reveals that students
need to find a way to motivate themselves without causing a lot of stress to do so. More
strategies for assisting students with understanding the curricula are needed, or more
strategies for having students ask for help before they are frustrated with the curricula.
Another piece to consider would be to understand why students are avoiding their
schoolwork and address those concerns.
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A smaller piece was testing and volunteering. This was observed only 7% of the
time and contributed to the lack of motivation with learning. Both of these areas can
produce positive results for the students, but looking at just one day they took away from
the ability to reach the daily goal of progress towards class completion. Progress
monitoring testing is valuable because it can show students they are learning and
mastering more topics, while volunteering is an excellent way to increase their work
skills and earn work hours for graduation. So while they both took time away from
academics, the overall effect of these two items can be a net positive. The net negative
on having difficulty taking tests is that the student will not do well on the test and feel
frustration. On the other hand, when participants were stressed about taking standardized
tests during the observation period, they took their time taking the test and as a result
improved their previous testing score. This again shows a positive handling of the
situation in which participants successfully managed their stress.

Participants balance school life with home and work life
Another larger, more stressful category for participants was balancing school life
with work and home life. Only 25% of participants do not work while they are attending
school. Given that 75% of the participants were working and maintaining progress in
school shows that participants deal with this issue on a daily basis. The participants who
are working while going to school have a higher level of stress from balancing work and
home life with school, and therefore miss more days of school or leave early more days
because they have to work. In these cases, often one of two things were observed: either
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participants tried to get as much done as possible during their time at school so they
would not get behind, or students get behind due to not being able to make adequate
progress.
When looking at the difficulties students had with balancing life, work and
school, exactly half of the time I observed students there was a positive result and half the
time there was a negative result. This is definitely an area where teachers can help
students to balance life, work, and school as it had the highest area of net negative. The
positive outcomes were staying longer at school when the participant wasn’t working to
make up work, quitting a job, and making the daily goal before leaving school for work.
The negative outcomes were leaving early and not reaching the daily goal and not making
up work. If we teachers can help student achieve before they have to leave or are able to
have the student do school work at another time, the overall negative effect would be
reduced. This isn’t always possible though given student-teacher relationships as well as
priorities of students.

Participants learn to self-advocate while using an online curricula
The last major finding is that participants have a high ability to self-advocate
while using the online curricula. Participants really understand how to make progress
even when they are frustrated or having difficulties with a problem or concept. These
participants ask for help. Some wait until they can go no further, and then they must ask
a teacher for help, but others are proactive about asking for help and will ask before they
have failed a quiz or are really frustrated by not understanding. Participants, who are self-
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advocating, get the help they need in order to complete the class faster than if they didn’t
ask for help and struggled with the class. When students don’t have the ability to ask for
help they turn to distractions like misbehaving in class or talking with other students.
Another area of advocacy is to be able to tell other students to stop bothering them, so
they can return to work and focus on academics.
Self-advocacy was the largest percentage of participants’ challenges during the
observation time. The challenges were all based on lack of comprehension, the level of
the class being too difficult (possibly due to gaps in education or knowledge) or difficulty
doing the work. 76% of the time I observed participants, they did get the help they
needed to make progress and feel success, but 24% of the time participants avoided work
(or in one case failed a quiz and then avoided work). The best part of this is the negative
is something easily identifiable (avoidance) and the teachers can assist the student
through the challenges to get them to feel successful. Once students feel more successful,
they ask for help more and then feel even more success.
This data collection and analysis helped me, as the researcher, and as a teacher,
understand where participants were feeling successful as well as areas where they need
more support. It also helped me to understand when participants were engaging with the
curricula, reasons why they were not engaging with it as well as challenges they face as
they learn English and study in an online curricula. Lastly, it widened my ideas of
strategies students are using to feel successful with the curricula in this setting.
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Connections with Literature Review
This study found many connections with the literature review. Black (2005)
states that more students who drop out of high school are ELLs than native English
speakers. This supports the idea that ELLs have complex ethnic and linguistic identities,
but the article did not share which linguistic groups are dropping out of school more than
other groups. Reasons for attending alternative schools also vary as confirmed by
Franklin (2007) and D’Angel& Zemanick who explain that there are many reasons for
students who drop-out. Many of those students return to an alternative high school rather
than a traditional school. However, the students who attend alternative schools and build
on their background knowledge are more successful when they move onto more complex
topics as Thomas and Collier (2002) suggested.
More literature supports the idea that students are more successful with online
curriculum due to being able to learn English quicker while in content classes (Echevarria
et. al, 2004) and while hearing authentic, natural language instead of contrived language
as would be used in a pull-out class (Cho & Reich, 2008). This is supported by the
feedback the participants in the study gave during the completion of the questionnaire as
well as the focal interviews. This online environment helps students to become more
independent about their learning as they can go at their own pace and review content
information they don’t understand (Zwiers, 2007a). This makes the environment in
which the student is learning adaptable as Allinson & Hayes (1996) wrote, and was
confirmed by the participants. This also led to the feeling of success that participants
experienced due to the flexible nature of the classes in both the speed in which learners
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can go through the class as well as using the features in the online classes which are best
suited for each students’ learning style (Felder& Silverman, 1988; Ferris-Berg &
Schroeder, 2003).
Lastly, participants’ motivation varied due to many factors, but including having
to balance home and work life with school life. This created more independent students
who learned to advocate for themselves. Black (2005) states that many students had to
help support their families while attending school, while Donaghue (2006) wrote that
online classes help students work at their own pace to really understand what they were
learning. Finally, Tschirhart & Rigler (2009) said that it is teachers which help make
those students independent learners. Together, these literature pieces show who the
students are who are using this online curriculum to their benefit and success.
Finally, while there is some literature that could be used as background for this
study, there was very little information regarding studies of ELLs attending online
schools and taking online classes. Most of the data that was discussed for online
experiences was based on the few studies that have been completed predominantly, at a
college level. This specific area of secondary ELLs and online curriculum has very little
data collected and written about it. I hope this study will help add to the information
about ELLs and online secondary curricula.
Limitations
This study was limited by the actual attendance of participants, so I was unable to
observe every participant every day. Also, there is very little research data on how ELLs
utilize online secondary classes in an alternative school. The study was also conducted
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over a period of three weeks, which is a short time in the scheme of attaining a four-year
high school education. The data collections occurred both over a holiday weekend, after
other schools had completed their academics for the school year and were on break, and
over days off that the researcher had during the observation period. These interruptions
and distractions may have affected the results of the study.
I would have liked to have a few more questionnaires completed as well as more
students observed, but due to inconsistent attendance, I gathered only seven
questionnaires, though I had nine permissions signed. Before the study began, one
student withdrew from the school bringing my total down to eight participants. This
small sample size, while interfering with making any generalizations to the general ELL
population, allowed me to focus my attention more intentionally on the small group of
students who completed the study.
Implications
This study has implications for ESL teachers, mainstream teachers and
administrators. There is not much research yet available about online learning and ELLs,
so more studies are needed to verify the accuracy of this study and to explore other areas
of ELLs online learning experiences. This study gives a glimpse into one school’s
students who, despite setbacks and frustrations, feel that they are being successful in this
setting with this curriculum. In particular, this school has students of all learning levels,
which could be used in any setting as long as students have the support of teachers as
they clearly need, both to feel success and to actually see the courses get completed. The
implications are as follows:
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•

Teachers and administrators need to understand that students need to feel success
in order to achieve success, and how they feel success is both taught to them by
teachers who offer support in every part of school work (as well as outside of
school).

•

Teachers need to teach students to take responsibility for their academics, which
is when students turned their frustrations into success by asking and receiving for
the help they need.

•

Teachers need to have the patience to help students attain this sense of
responsibility and empowerment, so they can learn to work independently
towards their goals.

•

Teachers need to work with each learner separately to customize goals, so
students can make progress and feel success, even though the content may be
difficult, so goals will look different for each student.

•

Secondary schools should offer more online courses to students who have special
needs. For example, students who need credit recovery or have limited language
abilities as long as students are supported with a teacher present to help with
difficulties the students are having with the curricula.
Further Research
There are additional questions that need to be asked. Did the participants react

differently because I was observing and checking in with them more frequently than I had
before the study? What additional focuses should be looked at for ELLs in online
schools? How is technology changing the way students learn English in high school?
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How can I address the concerns of participants whom I interviewed? Did the relationship
that I have with students affect the reliability of the data? Did participants react
differently because they knew I was collecting and reading their data? (I saw several
inconsistencies like this. For example, a participant stated it took three months to
complete a class when it took him a year. Another student stated that she had been in the
school for several months when it has been more than a year.) I would like to see more
research on ELLs in alternative schools as this type of schools are increasing in Colorado
in addition to the growth of ELL populations across the United States. I think it is
important that we continue to look at how we can help support the ELL population in
these new school formats.
Another idea for a further study would be to look in depth at one particular
student for a longer period of time. This more intensive study could show longer-term
successes and failures, as well as motivation for attending an online school, and the
positives and negatives associated with online learning.
Since ELLs in a secondary school felt success and made progress during the
course of this study, maybe this can also apply to middle or elementary schools. More
research is needed in this area to see if online classes would be beneficial for middle
school or elementary school levels.
Summary
I began this study to see how effective an online curriculum would be for ELLs in
an alternative school. I didn’t realize the effects this study would have on me and how
enthusiastic I would become to see the realization of my research. I was happy to learn
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that during the majority of school time, ELLs in particular are working independently and
successfully in this environment. I was also glad to realize that students do feel success
in this setting and that further motivates them to continue with the online curricula and
this school. Success breeds success. I have gained a better understanding of how
students cope with frustration at school and how to better support students when they are
feeling frustration and lack of progress. After completing this study, I feel better able to
support and encourage my students to find the success they are looking for in an online
secondary school.
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APPENDIX A
Questionnaire
Where are you from?

How long have you lived in the U.S.?

What is your native language? (Do you speak other languages?)

How long have you attended this school?

Have you used an online curriculum before attending this school? If, yes for how long
have you attended this school?

What made you decide to attend an online school?

What do you do well academically?

What do you have trouble doing academically?

How well can you complete short answer writing assignments? 1

2

3

4

5

How well can you write essays (3-5 paragraphs)?

1

2

3

4

5

How well can you complete online studies? Online quizzes?

1

2

3

4

5

76

How well can you read and understand the curricula?

1

2

3

4

5

How well can you listen and understand the curricula?

1

2

3

4

5

How fast do you think you complete courses using the online curricula?

What additional help do you need to feel that you are being a successful student?

Are your academic needs being met with this curriculum?

If yes, how? If no, they what do you need?
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