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Despite the preponderance of online learning in K-12 pub-
lic schools, still little is known about what constitutes good 
online teaching. The purpose of this interpretivist investiga-
tion was to learn about some of the ways in which culturally 
responsive teaching occurs online. This study focused on the 
practices of four full-time online high school teachers. Using 
the methods of grounded theory research, the author analyzed 
data generated through observations of online courses, inter-
views with teachers, and teacher-written narratives in order to 
learn how four instructors practiced culturally responsive on-
line pedagogy in one state-supported online program. Results 
indicated that the teachers engaged in frequent and ongo-
ing dialogue with their students. The teachers used multiple 
strategies to get to know their students, to build class com-
munity, to adapt instruction to students’ learning needs and 
preferences, and to make learning relevant. Teachers also dis-
cussed contextual factors that impacted their practice. How-
ever, some characteristics of culturally responsive pedagogy, 
including infusing students’ cultures into the curriculum and 
helping students to challenge power and hegemony were not 
identified.
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INTRODUCTION

Online learning is now ubiquitous in K-12 schools. The proliferation 
of K-12 online learning has coincided with claims from some educators, 
policy makers, for-profit businesses, and non-profits that virtual instruc-
tion can revolutionize learning by increasing educational opportunities and 
by facilitating student learning and engagement (Miron et al., 2013; Rose 
& Blomeyer, 2007; Selwyn, 2011). Advocates for increased online learn-
ing in K-12 contexts cite access, equity, and opportunity as reasons for 
expanding the reach of virtual learning (Brown, 2009; Carter, 2000; Lar-
reamendy-Joerns, Leinhardt & Corredor, 2006; U.S. Department of Edu-
cation, Office of Educational Technology, 2016). Whereas claims for the 
revolutionizing power of online learning are rampant, research pertaining 
to K-12 online learning and an increasingly diverse student population is 
somewhat sparse. Similarly, inquiry regarding promising instructional prac-
tices in online learning with regard to diverse and multicultural learners is 
also lacking (Ferdig & Kennedy, 2014; Goodfellow & Lamy, 2009; Huerta 
et al., 2015). The assumption that online learning is an opportune platform 
to engage underserved students is widespread, yet the intersection of online 
learning with culture, gender, and socio-economic differences has not yet 
been fully explored. Past research within the field of multicultural educa-
tion can provide one conceptual framework for considering the ways in 
which online instruction and communication can be culturally responsive.  
  In this qualitative investigation, the researcher interviewed and ob-
served experienced online educators who were identified as culturally re-
sponsive teachers in order to explore their patterns of responsive online in-
struction in order to build a grounded local theory of culturally responsive 
online pedagogy (CROP). This, and future investigations situated at the in-
tersection of online teaching and equity pedagogy, may provide a new way 
to uncover and to better understand the promising, culturally responsive in-
structional practices of some K-12 online teachers.

Multicultural Directions for Online Learning 

Work in the field of multicultural education has traditionally taken 
place in physical classrooms and schools rather than in virtual spaces. 
While a few descriptive inquiries exploring enrollments in K-12 on-
line learning exist (e.g., Glick, 2011; Huerta et al., 2015), there have 
not yet been studies in K-12 online instruction that seek to understand 
how culturally responsive pedagogy happens online. Some education-
al researchers, though, have begun to explore the intersections of edu-
cational technology and multicultural education (e.g., Camardese & 
Peled, 2014; Finklestein, Yarzebinski, Vaughn, Ogan, & Cassell, 2013).  
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  Theories of multicultural education can provide lenses for examining 
instructional practices in online courses. James Banks (2016) identifies five 
dimensions of multicultural education: content integration, knowledge con-
struction processes, prejudice reduction, equity pedagogy, and empower-
ing school culture. Geneva Gay (2000, 2013) and Gloria Ladson-Billings 
(1994, 1995b, 2014) draw from research in multicultural education to pro-
vide frameworks for pedagogical practices that are culturally responsive or 
culturally relevant. Advocates of culturally responsive teaching recommend 
moving away from a deficit model of cultural consideration in the class-
room and toward a more culturally inclusive model of education. A deficit 
model of instruction suggests that educators, often unwittingly, mistake cul-
tural differences for student learning deficits (Finkelstein et al., 2013). The 
move toward more culturally responsive and inclusive teaching practices 
begins by linking students’ experiences in school with their experiences 
at home (Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 2014; Pang & Barba, 1995). 
This marriage of home culture and school culture occurs when experienced 
teachers build supportive relationships with students and facilitate class-
rooms that value differences and invite cultural variations into the curricu-
lum (Gay, 2004; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 
1992). According to a more culturally responsive pedagogy, teachers must 
be willing to get to know their students. This investigation strove to under-
stand the ways in which this happens in K-12 online classes.

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy 
  

Culturally responsive pedagogy resides within the domain both Banks 
(2016) and Bennett (2001) call equity pedagogy. Ladson-Billings (1994, 
2014) and Gay (2000, 2013) lead the research in classroom applications 
of equity pedagogy. In an attempt to best represent the exploration of ef-
fective online teaching practices for culturally diverse learners, the author 
of this study synthesized the terms culturally responsive teaching (Gay, 
2000) and culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1994) into cul-
turally responsive pedagogy (CRP) for two primary reasons. First, the term 
responsive denotes a desire to respond to the needs of all learners regard-
less of their ethnic, racial, religious, or socio-economic backgrounds, and 
is therefore more complex and profound than only making class relevant 
(although to be clear, instructional relevancy is indeed an integral compo-
nent of CRP). Second, because this research focuses on online learning, the 
term pedagogy may better denote the instructional decision-making that oc-
curs in different spaces and times within the progression of an online course 
(whereas the term teaching implies one teacher leading many students at 
the same time). Online instruction can occur collaboratively or individually, 
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synchronously or asynchronously, scheduled or self-paced, and a number 
of other possible configurations. The term pedagogy encompasses not only 
the live instruction, but also the communicative and curricular decisions 
that may be made in the planning or assessment steps of online instruc-
tion. Therefore, the term pedagogy was selected as opposed to instruction.   
  Undergirding culturally responsive pedagogy is the premise that learn-
ing should be relevant to students. John Dewey (1938) wrote extensively 
about the importance of experience in education, asserting that education 
should provide students with opportunities to make connections between 
school and their lived experiences in the world. Lev Vygotsky (1978) pos-
ited a similar constructivist approach to learning. Vygotsky’s theory em-
phasizes the role of social and cultural interactions in learning, with an 
emphasis on the importance of language in cognition. In Vygotsky’s con-
ception, learning occurs in socially mediated spaces through communi-
cative and collaborative exchanges. Taken together, Dewey (1938) and 
Vygotsky’s (1978) work affirms the conceptual importance of socio-cul-
tural learning. Through language, social exchanges with peers and teach-
ers, and through connecting lived experience to new knowledge, learn-
ing is made relevant to the student. This social constructivist theory is the 
foundation for culturally responsive pedagogy (Villegas & Lucas, 2002).  
  As the K-12 student population has grown more diverse, implement-
ing culturally responsive teaching practices has become increasingly em-
phasized. A 2015 brief from the National Education Policy Center calls 
for more culturally relevant curriculum and teaching in order to make 
learning experiences more equitable for K-12 students (Rice, 2015). 
In the 2014-2015 school year, for the first time ever, minority students 
made up the majority of public school students in the United States (Hus-
sar & Bailey, 2014). In addition to shifting racial and ethnic demograph-
ics, the number of school children from low-income families is on the 
rise. In 2013, 44% of all school-age children in America lived in a low-
income family, a 5% increase from the 39% living in low-income fami-
lies in 2007 (Jiang, Ekono, & Skinner, 2015). The shifting demographics 
of American students underscores the need for teacher preparation pro-
grams that equip educators with skills and strategies drawn from socio-
cultural learning theory that enable educators to more inclusively reach 
students with varied and different cultural, ethnic, religious, and socio-
economic backgrounds (Brown-Jeffey & Cooper, 2011). CRP promotes in-
structional strategies that are more likely to encourage inclusive and non-
judgmental teaching practices, thereby enabling teachers to reach more 
students in a diverse classroom (Bennet, 2001; Villegas & Lucas, 2002). 
  Advocates of culturally relevant and culturally congruent instruction 
note that more inclusive teaching practices promote increased student en-
gagement, increased student achievement, and decreased classroom infrac-
tions (e.g., Boykin & Noguera, 2011; Finkelstein et al., 2013). Boykin and 
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Noguera (2011) point out that focusing on student engagement may be more 
important for increasing academic achievement among diverse students than 
focusing on content or time on task. Looking across multiple studies, they 
found that low-achieving students get more instructional time, but less en-
gagement time as compared to their higher achieving peers. The impact and 
influence of the classroom teacher in a culturally responsive classroom can-
not be understated. The effectiveness of the classroom teacher is the single 
most important factor of student academic achievement (U.S. Department 
of Education, 2011), and this impact may be felt the most in culturally di-
verse classes (Boykins & Noguera, 2011). The teacher-student relation-
ship quality (TSRQ) may be one of the most important factors in closing 
the achievement gap, and TSRQ is reported as having the most impact on 
learning by African-American students as compared to their White peers 
(Boykin & Noguera, 2011). In CRP, it is up to the teacher to build a positive 
classroom community, to interject instruction with opportunities for student 
input, to connect classroom learning with the real world, and to set high ex-
pectations for all students, regardless of their race, ethnicity, or socio-eco-
nomic status (Bennet, 2001; Villegas & Lucas, 2002). 

Best Practices in K-12 Online Teaching 

Despite having emerged as a viable supplement to face-to-face in-
struction in K-12 schools, research on the practice of online learn-
ing is a somewhat new, yet burgeoning field (Arnesen et al. 2019; Hu et 
al, 2019). Much of the scholarship pertaining to K-12 online learn-
ing is interpretive, and studies in teacher preparation for K-12 on-
line learning lead the field of study (Arnesen et al., 2019). The quali-
ties of effective teaching may be similar across online, blended, 
and face-to-face contexts, yet as Archambault and Kennedy (2014) 
point out, “the methods of implementation are different” (p. 227).  
  Some K-12 online learning researchers have noted that online teach-
ing involves new or additional skills that may not automatically translate 
from face-to-face teaching (Barbour, 2014; Ferdig, Cavanaugh, DiPietro, 
Black, & Dawson, 2009). Barbour (2014) grouped the skills of K-12 on-
line teachers into three roles that teachers must adopt: instructional de-
signer, teacher, and course facilitator. Others have warned that the role of 
the online teacher may not be clearly defined, and may incorporate such 
roles as mentor, interactor, and telecommunications specialist, moving 
much beyond the traditional role of teacher (Ferdig et al., 2009). Ken-
nedy and Archambault (2012) synthesized five widely regarded sets of 
standards for effective online teaching (e.g. SREB, iNacol, Quality Mat-
ters) in order to look for patterns of recommended skills and dispositions 
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of online teachers. Based on their examination, Archambault and Ken-
nedy (2014) identified the following themes for successful online instruc-
tion: expertise in online pedagogy, instructional design, assessment of 
student learning, professionalism and ethics, and technical expertise.   
  DiPietro et al. (2008) identified 37 best practices of online teachers, 
grouped into eight categories: general characteristics, classroom manage-
ment strategies, pedagogical strategies; assessment, pedagogical strate-
gies; engaging students with content, pedagogical strategies; making course 
meaningful for students, pedagogical strategies; providing support, peda-
gogical strategies; communication and community, and technology. Ferdig 
et al. (2009) synthesized 13 documents that presented standards of quality 
for K-12 online teachers in order to identify best practices in K-12 online 
education for teacher education programs. They identified the practices 
which aligned more closely to non-teacher roles (like instructional designer 
and administrator), and then grouped the best practices for online teachers 
into one chart of 33 standards, divided into 6 categories: personal, com-
munication, programmatic, pedagogy, classroom management, and course 
management. Borup, Graham, and Drysdale (2014) identified a new con-
struct—teacher engagement—as a model for describing the practices of 
successful K-12 online teachers, identifying  6 elements of teacher engage-
ment among effective K-12 online instructors: designing and organizing, 
facilitating discourse, instructing, nurturing, motivating, and monitoring. 
While we can begin to see trends across what constitutes best practices for 
online instruction, the existing research does not yet indicate which instruc-
tional strategies and supports work best for which students in varying con-
texts (Huerta et al., 2015). 

A New Direction in K-12 Online Learning Research

Taken together, there is some overlap between best practices in CRP 
and best practices in online teaching. At the same time, research into how 
CRP occurs in the K-12 online platform is still scant. From Digital Prom-
ise to the National Educational Technology Plan, there is clearly an ex-
pectation that online learning can deliver equitable and accessible courses 
to students regardless of their circumstances. Given the assumption that 
online learning can contribute to the narrowing of the opportunity gap 
and can provide engaging courses and curriculum for all students, it is im-
perative that more research investigating effective online teaching ensue.  
  In this study, the researcher sought to discover the ways in which cul-
turally responsive teaching happens online, focusing on one state level 
program that offered teacher-facilitated cohort-based online courses to 
high school students in every school district within a racially and econom-
ically diverse state. The focus for this study was guided by the following  
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question: How does culturally responsive online pedagogy happen in sev-
eral teacher-facilitated, fully online courses?  Descriptive in nature, this re-
search study investigated the practices of four selected culturally responsive 
online teachers. 

METHODS

Design 
  

The focus of this interpretive investigation was to discover how cultural-
ly responsive teaching happens online. The researcher interviewed four full-
time online secondary teachers about their culturally responsive teaching 
practices and observed their recently archived courses. Teacher interviews, 
teacher-written narratives, and observation field notes were analyzed in or-
der to explore how culturally responsive teaching happens online. Through 
employing the methods of grounded theory research, the author generated 
and analyzed data in order to understand the practices of these culturally 
responsive online teachers. Whereas this study is descriptive in nature and 
its results will be limited to describing the beliefs and practices of the par-
ticipants involved, the emerging theory of culturally responsive online peda-
gogy may have potential utility for future research into K-12 online teach-
ing and learning. 

Study Site 

The pseudonym State Virtual School is used here to identify the study 
site. State Virtual School (SVS) is an online secondary program sup-
ported by the state department of education in a Southeastern state in 
the United States serving students in middle school through 12th grade. 
Students in every school district in the state may take courses at SVS. 
There are other K-12 online providers in the state, but many of them of-
fer courses that are self-paced, meaning that students can work at their 
own pace with supervision from someone at their local school. Oth-
er providers in the state offer course content only, leaving the teach-
ing to local district teachers who are often embedded in physical com-
puter labs or distance learning classrooms. SVS offers fully online 
teacher-facilitated instruction. During this study, SVS faculty was com-
prised of over 70 highly qualified teachers, all licensed within the state. 
 SVS was intentionally selected for this study because the teacher-facil-
itated model aligned more closely to some of the best practices that emerge 
from the literature related to culturally responsive pedagogy. SVS students 
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work together in cohorts, or classes, rather than as solitary individual learn-
ers. Creating a sense of community undergirds the best practices in CRP, 
and a cohort model provides an opportunity for community-development 
online (Mazur & Courchaine, 2010). Notions of equity and access are em-
bedded within the very mission of SVS, and the program is an option for all 
public school students in the state. 

Participants

This study employed purposeful sampling methods in an attempt to iden-
tify culturally responsive online teacher participants. First, State Virtual 
School administrators were given the Observation Protocol for culturally 
responsive pedagogy (Appendix A) and were asked to nominate teachers 
whom they believed to be culturally responsive educators. The administra-
tors identified 33 full-time instructors. Next, a survey soliciting participa-
tion was sent to all 33 teachers asking them to self-identify as culturally re-
sponsive educators. In order to ensure that teacher participants had adequate 
technology training to effectively teach online, and in order to confirm that 
the delivery platform (synchronous and asynchronous online instruction 
within an LMS) was not an obstruction to pedagogical decision-making, 
participation was limited to teachers who had completed at least two full 
years of work with SVS. Six teachers responded to the survey self-identi-
fying as culturally responsive educators. One teacher did not meet the re-
quirement for having completed at least two full years of online teaching, 
and one teacher dropped out of the study. Four teachers who were identified 
by SVS administrators, and who also self-identified as culturally respon-
sive teachers, participated in this study. A pseudonym was assigned to each 
teacher participant be used in the discussion of findings (Table 1). 

Table 1 
Overview of Participants

Participant 
Name Discipline Course  

Observed
Years of 

experience 
online

Total years  
of experience 

teaching

Emma English AP English 
Literature 9 17

George Social Studies AP Human Geog-
raphy 11 17

Phoebe Social Studies AP Psychology 11 14

Sam Math AP Statistics 7 14

Note: AP designates an Advanced Placement course.  
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Strategy 

The strategy employed for data generation and analysis was ground-
ed theory. Grounded theory begins with inductively generated data, and 
through constant comparative methods for data analysis results in a local 
theory that is “grounded” in the data generated and analyzed (Charmaz, 
2014). Grounded theory uses rigorous methods of data generation and anal-
ysis to explore theory-building, rather than testing theories which have al-
ready been established (Charmaz, 2014). The methods of grounded theory 
were appropriate for this study because there is still very little exploration 
of culturally responsive online teaching practices. As Cavanaugh et al. 
(2009) have indicated, studies in emerging fields tend to be descriptive in 
nature. 

Data generation
 In order to triangulate findings from multiple sources, this investigation 

generated multiple data types. Data were generated through teacher narra-
tive submissions, through observations of archived courses, and through 
two-semi-structured interviews with teacher participants. To generate the 
teacher narratives, the participants responded to the following prompts: To 
what degree is creating a culturally responsive class environment impor-
tant to you, and why? How do you facilitate cultural responsiveness online?  
  The participants’ recently archived courses from the previous academic 
year were then observed over a period of 6 months. This data included all 
course content, news item posts, and discussion board conversations. Class 
observations were focused on communication between the teacher and stu-
dents that were observable in the discussion board area, teacher posts in the 
news item area, and a review of the instructional activities in the content ar-
eas of each course. The author used the observation protocol (Appendix A) 
to ensure that course observations were similar and consistent. 

 Two open-ended interviews were conducted over the course of 
the study, one in August at the beginning of data generation and one in 
December or January after course observations. The interviews lasted 
from between 30 minutes to almost one hour in length. Participants 
were asked to describe the teaching strategies that they use to facilitate 
culturally responsive online instruction, informed by questions prompted 
from an interview guide. Each interview was transcribed, and summaries 
were sent to participants. Member checking was achieved informally 
during the interviews by asking questions to verify understanding, as 
well as more formally after the interview by providing participants 
with a written summary of the interview, and requesting that they 
check and correct, as necessary, the accuracy of the summary’s content.  
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Data analysis
Data were analyzed using the constant-comparison method of grounded 

theory research (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Data analysis occurred both dur-
ing and after data generation, as is often the case in grounded theory re-
search (Charmaz, 2014). Data were stored, categorized, and accessed using 
the Dedoose (2016), a software platform for qualitative data analysis, to 
facilitate the coding process. Teacher narratives, interview transcripts, and 
field notes from course observations were also stored in and analyzed using 
Dedoose. The researcher employed a reflexive journal, and then Dedoose, to 
author and store memos related to data analysis. 

  The first step in data analysis was initial coding. Coding was open-
ended, comparative, and provisional based on the researcher’s interpretation 
of the data (Charmaz, 2014). Four a priori codes drawn from Gay’s (2000) 
four domains of culturally responsive pedagogy were initially selected: car-
ing, communication, curriculum, and instruction. During axial coding, code 
frequency charts were generated in order to determine which codes and 
categories seemed to appear more frequently in the data. Consulting code 
frequency charts helped to make decisions about which categories were 
larger categories and which were sub-categories. For example, at the begin-
ning of axial coding the author was able to determine that “communication 
with students” was the most frequently occurring code with 270 instances, 
and that “dialogue” was the 16th most frequently occurring code with 83 
instances. These codes were then merged into one category. Through group-
ing and comparing codes and categories, an initial conception of culturally 
responsive online pedagogy developed. The data were revisited a final time 
for selective coding based on the four main emergent categories. The Table 
of Emerging Findings, Categories, and Indicators was generated (see Ap-
pendix B) listing each of the domains of culturally responsive online peda-
gogy (CROP) with their associated categories and examples of indicators 
that were found in the data to represent each category. 

FINDINGS

Overwhelmingly, the teachers in this study described their teaching prax-
is in terms of constant dialogue with their students. They described online 
teaching as a form of communication, with that communication happening 
in four modes: personal, communal, instructive, and authentic. Although 
structural and contextual elements were not a focus of this investigation, 
all four teachers indicated that contextual elements such as the structure of 
their program impacted their ability to exhibit culturally responsive online 
pedagogy. The emergent findings of this investigation are depicted in Figure 
1.
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Figure 1.Emerging model of culturally responsive online pedagogy (CROP).

In this conceptual model, teaching as dialogue is represented as the center 
or core category, with the four subcategories or modes of communication 
that the teachers described. These modes of communication, however, are 
likely impacted by context, including the teacher’s context, the student’s 
context, the program’s contexts, and societal contexts.

 The teachers shared similar contexts: they were all experienced class-
room teachers, they all resided in rural areas of an economically and racially 
diverse state, their students tended to be academically motivated, and the 
program they work for is free and open to all students in the state. Teach-
ers described how they are flexible in their instruction in order to meet the 
needs of students from varying contexts. Each teacher also expressed feel-
ing a sense of care for their students, and each teacher identified that they 
value cultural diversity and that they attempt to be culturally responsive in 
their teaching. These teachers were skillful in their ability to communicate 
in multiple and concurrent modalities. They provided dual feedback on stu-
dent assignments, both to individuals and to the whole class, working simul-
taneously to both individualize instruction for their students, and to provide 
a sense of community and shared experience for their class. These teachers 
moved adeptly between different modes of communication, communicating 
with students personally, communicating with their online classes commu-
nally, accommodating students through adaptive instructive communica-
tion, and engaging students in authentic and relevant learning experiences.  
Each of these four modes of communication will be described below. 
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Communication is Personal 

  The teachers in this study engaged in frequent individual dialogue with 
their students through email and instant messages, phone conversations, and 
through individualized feedback on student assignments. They strove to get 
to know their students and worked toward cultivating strong teacher-student 
relationships. George, Emma, Phoebe, and Sam all offered that individual-
ized communication with students was not only the core of their responsi-
bilities as an online teacher, but also one of the benefits of online learning. 
George made this telling comparison about the nature of online teaching: 
“When I taught in a face-to-face classroom, I taught five classes of 20 or 
six classes of 20 kids, and now I have one hundred classes of 1.” All four 
teachers stated that communication with students constituted the largest per-
centage of their time in a day. They also stated that it is up to the teacher to 
initiate and facilitate communication with students.

All four teachers deployed student surveys at the start of their courses 
in order to get to know their students, and all four teachers conducted wel-
come calls to students and their families. At least three of the teachers in 
this study kept notes on what they learned about students’ individual inter-
ests and backgrounds so that they could refer back to this information in 
feedback and in conversations with students. They relied on the personal 
connections they made with their students to keep their students motivated 
throughout the course. They often monitored, checked-in, and dialogued 
with students individually. All four teachers suggested that the primary way 
they engaged in dialogue with their students was by giving feedback on stu-
dent assignments. Emma made this point clear when she said, “I view feed-
back as dialogue.”  The teachers in this study believed that they get to know 
their students and responded to their students according to their needs and 
interests.

  Learning about students’ lives is at the core of culturally responsive 
teaching (Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1994). When online teachers actively 
engage in frequent and continuous conversations with their students, they 
are able to forge the same sort of teacher-student relationship they might 
cultivate in their face-to- face courses. This finding aligns with Velasquez, 
Graham, and West’s (2013) research about how caring happens in one on-
line high school. The teachers in their study also engaged in continuous dia-
logue with their students to in order to facilitate caring. Similarly, in their 
study of the best practices of online teachers, DiPietro et al. (2008) found 
that teachers “engage students in conversations about content and non-con-
tent related topics to form a relationship with each student” (p. 22). As stat-
ed previously, the teacher-student relationship quality (TSRQ) may be the 
most important factor in closing gaps in achievement (Boykins & Noguera, 
2011). Thus, this domain of CROP, personal communication, suggests that 
online teachers get to know their students individually, and maintain caring 
relationships with them throughout the course. 
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Communication is Communal 

  The teachers in this study utilized whole class communication in 
order to facilitate community in their online classes. Each teacher ex-
pressed that creating a sense of class community was important to their 
praxis. Yet, they also suggested that communities did not emerge organi-
cally in their online courses. Rather, it took the intentional facilitation 
of the teacher to cultivate that community. Still, the efforts were worth it. 
According to Emma, it is important to help students “feel like they’re 
part of a class and that we’re working together with a goal in mind rather 
than just 150 of us who might appear in a class list working separately.” 
  Through frequent news item posts, academic and non-academic con-
versations on discussion boards, group emails, and live supplemental syn-
chronous sessions, these teachers worked to create inclusive and commu-
nal environments in their online classes. They provided both individual and 
whole-class feedback on group assignments in order to create for students 
the semblance of a virtual classroom, one in which the students were aware 
of one another and of how they were working together as a class toward 
common learning goals. They helped students with similar interests make 
connections with one another so that there were opportunities for social 
connectedness, for those students who were interested in connecting with 
their online classmates. All of the teachers in this study reported that they 
believed that they were able to cultivate a sense of online community in 
their classes.

  In addition to responding to and understanding people in their context, 
Gay (2000) identifies facilitating a positive class environment as anoth-
er way that culturally responsive instructors express caring in their class-
rooms. A caring and inclusive class community is an indicator of a cultur-
ally responsive classroom (Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billing, 1994). The ability 
to develop and facilitate online learning communities has been identified 
as a best practice of online teachers (DiPietro et al., 2008; Palloff & Pratt, 
2007). Learning in online communities has often been deemed one of the 
affordances of online education (Anderson & Dron, 2011; Ferdig & Ken-
nedy, 2014; Palloff & Pratt, 2007). Several studies have reported that stu-
dents who perceive community or a sense of social presence in their on-
line courses also report higher levels of satisfaction and learning (e.g., Dik-
kers, Whiteside & Lewis, 2013; Picciano, 2002; Richardson & Swan, 2003; 
Rovai, 2002b; Sadera, Robertson, Song, Midon, 2009). Online communities 
do not develop organically. Rather, it is the deliberate facilitation of class 
discussion and interactions by the teacher that contributes to the develop-
ment of an inclusive learning community (Farmer, 2009; Mazur & Cour-
chaine, 2010; Picciano, 2002). The SVS teachers in this investigation were 
deliberate in the ways in which they communicated to the whole class.  
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Their goal was to create a welcoming and positive class environment in 
which all students felt a sense of belonging. Thus, this domain of CROP, 
communal communication, suggests that online teachers engage in frequent 
and encouraging whole class communication in order to cultivate welcom-
ing and inclusive online learning communities.

Communication is Instructive  

  The teachers in this study described various ways that they communi-
cate instructively in their online teaching praxis. Each of the teachers in this 
study mentioned working on course content as part of their regular instruc-
tional day. They discussed creating a variety of learning activities in order 
to appeal to varying student learning preferences. Teachers communicated 
instructively by revising their online course content and instructional activi-
ties based on collective student progress in their course, by creating custom-
ized remediation and extension assignments to meet the needs of specific 
students, and by providing supplemental synchronous sessions for either 
one-on-one tutoring, whole class direct instruction, or both. Sam, for exam-
ple, has created approximately 3,000 instructional videos for his students. 
Not all of these videos can be reused because they are specific to particular 
students or to particular problems on homework assignments. George re-
ported that a well-designed course is never completed; it is always a work in 
progress. He suggested that his course in particular, AP Human Geography, 
must be updated constantly to reflect changing demographics. George cited 
the unrest in Syria and the changing U.S. Census data as examples. These 
teachers did not perceive the modification of content or curriculum as sepa-
rate from their daily teaching duties, but rather as an integral aspect of their 
instruction. 

Above all, the teachers described the way in which they operate in the 
instructive domain as flexible. Every teacher stressed that they must be flex-
ible in their instruction in order to better meet their students’ needs. Emma 
reported that SVS teachers often adjusted their goals for the day in order to 
be more flexible and responsive: “In a face-to-face school you live and die 
by a schedule of bells… Whereas in an online environment, you…have to 
surrender yourself to the flexibility.”  Flexibility included adjusting pace or 
due dates in the course for one or more students, redesigning course content 
and reconfiguring instructional activities, or a combination of making adap-
tations and adjustments. Flexibility has been identified as one of the affor-
dances of online learning (Berge & Clark, 2005; Picciano & Seaman, 2010; 
Robyler, 2006). DiPietro et al. (2008) found that effective online teachers 
were flexibility with their time and were flexible in adapting pedagogical 
strategies in order to meet the needs of different learners. Similarly, Borup 
et al. (2014) found that engaged online teachers were in a constant state of 
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curriculum revision in their courses. Each of the SVS teachers in this study 
described course and content development is a part of their instructional 
day, often in response to student performance in the course.

Gay (2000) described the methods by which teachers connect or bridge 
their students’ home experiences to the new knowledge-building that takes 
place in school within the instruction domain. Offering a variety of learn-
ing activities and drawing from multiple instructional strategies are inher-
ent in both Gay’s (2000, 2013) and Ladson-Billings’s (1994, 2014) models 
for culturally responsive instruction. The teachers in this study reported that 
they varied learning activities, and that they included different instructional 
approaches in their teaching. However, they did not report that they altered 
instructional approaches or activities to meet the specific cultural needs of 
a student. In this way, Gay’s (2000) instruction domain and the instructive 
communication domain identified in this investigation differ. Embedded in 
both is the teacher’s ability to be responsive and flexible with their instruc-
tion. However, the teachers in this investigation did not equate flexibility 
and adaptive instruction with culture. 

Communication is Authentic  

  The teachers in this study felt that their communication with students 
was authentic. The 2011 National Standards for Quality Online Courses 
(iNACOL, 2011) recommended that quality online courses include “au-
thentic learning experiences” which “engage students in active learning” (p. 
10). In the context of this investigation, data related to authentic learning 
experiences or authentic ways of communicating emerged as one of the four 
major ways in which teachers communicate in their praxis. They expressed 
authentic communication through providing real-world learning activities, 
through including relevant examples as well as opportunities for choice in 
their content and instruction, and through perceiving that online instruc-
tion is a legitimate and effective platform. While cultural language variation 
was not noted in this study, preferences for informal versus formal language 
were. The teachers in this study varied in their acceptance of informal lan-
guage use in their classes. 

Gay (2000, 2013) suggested that culturally responsive teachers imple-
ment instructional strategies that draw from students’ own culture and ex-
periences. Implementing activities that engage students in storytelling, au-
tobiographies, and popular culture are examples of strategies that can draw 
upon students’ cultures and backgrounds (Clark, 2002; Leonard & Hill, 
2007; Moll et al., 1992). The instructional activities observed in this study 
were quite varied. Students had opportunities to work individually or col-
laboratively, to tell stories, and to make and share observations from their 
own locations and contexts. Emma, George, Phoebe, and Sam all believed 
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that making online instruction relevant to their students was an integral part 
of their praxis. However, making adjustments or modifications based on 
teacher understanding of student culture or background was not observed. 
Teachers did, though, provide opportunities for student choice and multiple 
ways to engage with course material. Teachers included activities and as-
sessments that were based on real-world data, current events, and on their 
students’ local contexts. Indicators of CRP include instructional activities 
that are relevant to students’ lives (Darling-Hammond et al., 1995; Gay, 
2000; Ladson-Billings, 1994). Engaging students in authentic learning ex-
perience did emerge as a part of these teachers’ praxis; however, the ways 
in which instructional activities were relevant to student culture did not sur-
face. 

Gay (2000) suggested that culturally responsive teachers regularly 
supplement existing Eurocentric curricular materials with teacher-select-
ed materials that are multiethnic; for example, selecting materials that are 
representative of African American, Asian American, Latinx, and Native 
American perspectives and voices. The teachers in this study regularly 
supplemented the existing course content with material that they deemed as 
relevant to their students. The supplemental materials they provided were 
sometimes multiethnic, but certainly not overwhelmingly so. Rather, the 
supplemental materials they provided were more often related to current 
events and popular culture. Sam, for example, pulled from live sports data 
to inform his investigative task assignments. George pulled from current 
world events to supplement his content in Human Geography. Only Phoebe 
explicitly spoke about including multiethnic images in her courses. She de-
scribed, for example, that she was aware of the need to post images that rep-
resent diverse groups of people. A review of Phoebe’s news items indicated 
that the humans depicted in her posted cartoons and images were indeed a 
diverse representation of race and gender. Emma’s course, the AP English 
Literature course, provided perhaps the most explicit of multiethnic mate-
rials in the texts listed for students to read or to choose from. In addition 
to the traditional Western canon, texts from African-Americans, Hispanic 
Americans, and Asian and Middle Eastern authors were included as texts 
that students may select. 

The teachers in this study believed that better learning occurred when 
the content and activities were personally relevant to students. They supple-
mented their courses with materials that they believed to be relevant to teen-
agers, although supplemental materials were not necessarily representative 
of diverse cultures. Supplementary materials sometimes included assign-
ments and assessments that allowed students to engage in real-world learn-
ing. Teachers used communication and student feedback to understand what 
assignments and materials worked for students, and which did not. Two of 
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the teachers allowed students to engage in informal social interactions with-
in the course discussion boards and chat areas. Even though Phoebe did not 
prefer that her students use references to social media in their course discus-
sion, students posted memes, hashtags, and emojis in the discussion board 
area of her course. Only Sam prevented students from engaging in non-ac-
ademic discussions in his course, yet he himself posted non-academic news 
items every Friday in order to convey a sense of humanness to his students. 
Finally, the teachers in this study used the same language they use to de-
scribe face-to-face teaching when they describe online teaching. They felt 
that “online teaching is teaching.” There was an authenticity in their ways 
of communicating in and about their instruction. 

DISCUSSION

  The primary finding of this investigation is that the praxis of four se-
lected culturally responsive online teachers is rooted in dialogue and com-
munication that occurs for multiple purposes in multiple ways. Both Gay 
(2000) and Ladson-Billings (1994) identified dialogue between students and 
teachers as well as between students and students as one characteristic of a 
culturally responsive classroom. The act of teaching as dialogue presumes 
that teachers listen and respond to their students’ perspectives as a part of 
the learning process. Rather than talking at students, this dialogic pedagogi-
cal approach implies that teachers talk with their students. Teaching as dia-
logue, then, may lessen the transactional distance between the teacher and 
the student, thereby inviting students to engage more actively in the instruc-
tional process. Some refer to this type of co-construction of knowledge as 
cogenerative dialogue. Engaging students in cogenerative dialogue can gen-
erate more equitable learning experiences for traditionally marginalized stu-
dents, because teachers learn about their students’ learning needs as well as 
their social needs and can adapt instruction to meet those needs (Beltramo, 
2017). Thus, care, listening, and reciprocity are implicit in cogenerative dia-
logue. 

The idea that dialogue is an important aspect of quality online teaching is 
supported by other studies of online teaching. DiPietro et al. (2008) identi-
fied the act of engaging students in conversations about content and non-
content topics as one of the practices of effective online teachers. DiPetro 
et al. (2008) found that through engaging students in conversations, effec-
tive online teachers were able to find ways to make their course personal-
ly meaningful to students. In another investigation into how caring occurs 
in an online high school, Valasquez, Graham, and West (2013) found that 
online teachers created a caring environment for students by initiating and 
engaging in constant dialogue with their students. Valasquez et al. (2013)  
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indicated that caring online teachers who prompted ongoing dialogue with 
their students were able to have shared perspectives with their students, 
were able to provide prompt feedback and instruction, and became attentive 
observers of their students’ discussion posts and grades. In an investigation 
of the ways in which K-12 online teachers are engaged in their teaching, 
Borup et al. (2014) found that facilitating discourse with and among stu-
dents, providing a nurturing online environment, and designing and mod-
ifying instruction were some of the ways teachers engage in K-12 online 
teaching. In a review of the literature on how instructors demonstrate caring 
behaviors in online nursing courses, Plante and Asselin (2014) found that 
engaging in open communication and dialogue about learning experiences 
promoted both social presence and a sense of caring in the online class-
room. Some of the best practices they recommended for engaging in caring 
dialogue with students included using caring language in all communica-
tive exchanges, using an appreciative tone throughout the course, encourag-
ing students to express their perspectives, and providing prompt feedback. 
Thus, in teacher-facilitated online learning, engaging students in dialogue is 
connected to providing a caring classroom and an effective learning experi-
ence.

The four teachers in this study responded to their students’ needs by pro-
viding personal feedback, by facilitating a virtual community, by providing 
varied learning activities, and by updating their courses to keep content rel-
evant to their students. These teachers learned about their students’ cultural 
backgrounds by initiating dialogue on the phone and by working to draw 
out their stories. However, there was no evidence of adapting instruction to 
be more culturally congruent with their students. Rather, they provided var-
ied activities and opportunities for student choice. 

The four teachers exemplified some of the characteristics of Gay’s 
(2000) domains of culturally responsive teaching (caring, communication, 
curriculum, and instruction), yet communication and caring were observed 
most frequently. While the teachers adapted curriculum and instruction to 
meet students’ individual needs and contexts, they did not seem to do so 
in ways that were intentionally more culturally congruent, nor in ways 
that challenged power, privilege, racism, or hegemony. Both Gay (2000) 
and Ladson-Billings (1995a, 2014) discussed the importance of critical 
consciousness-raising and the potential transformative nature of culturally 
responsive teaching. However, explicit efforts of teachers to help raise stu-
dents’ abilities to question power and hegemony were not found in the re-
sults of this study. George’s course, AP Human Geography, contained the 
most opportunities for students to share and reflect on their cultural experi-
ences. Comparing cultures and understanding cultural diffusion and cultural 
differences were embedded into the learning goals of the AP Human Geog-
raphy course. While the content in AP English Literature, AP Psychology, 
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and AP Statistics at times pertained to culture, the learning goals in these 
three courses were not as explicitly related to understanding culture and 
cultural trends. Thus, it may be that the discipline or content area of their 
courses impacted the extent to which these teachers expressed explicit cul-
tural competence and responsiveness. 

While all four teachers self-identified as culturally responsive teachers, 
they also all attributed the structure and organization of SVS for making 
cultural responsiveness possible in their online classrooms. The program 
allowed all students across the state to enroll in supplemental high school 
courses, thereby drawing from student populations from diverse districts. 
Thus, the teachers in this study believed that students in their courses rep-
resented multiple ethnicities, and often referred to their diversity in terms of 
socio-economic and geographic differences. 

LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

 The nature of this study was descriptive, which is an appropriate meth-
od of inquiry when very little is known about a subject. However, there 
are clear limitations to this investigation. First, the results of this study are 
not generalizable to larger populations. While these findings provide in-
sight into strategies employed by specific teachers who have been identi-
fied and who self-identify as culturally responsive, their online teaching 
strategies should be tested across multiple populations and contexts. Sec-
ond, while the teachers in this study believe that the students they serve 
are diverse, it was impossible to identify student race and ethnicity in this 
research. Furthermore, all four participants of this study were white. Nota-
bly, there does not yet appear to be any major reporting on the demograph-
ics of online teachers in the research literature. Each teacher in this study 
suspected that their students were racially, ethnically, and economically di-
verse, but they had different strategies for making these assumptions. Sam 
used the results on the student survey to infer socioeconomic status (e.g., 
some students could not get access to graphing calculators). Phoebe as-
sumed that because her students were geographically diverse, from mul-
tiple school districts across a diverse state, that they must also be diverse 
in race and socioeconomic status. Only George had any real evidence of 
student diversity since in his class, AP Human Geography, he asks stu-
dents to investigate their own culture. George was able to report that his 
classes included Asian, African, European, Hispanic, and Middle Eastern 
American students, as well as multiracial students. Still, without avail-
able demographic data, we cannot make assumptions about the charac-
teristics or demographics of the students who are served by the program. 
Third, some elements of culturally responsive pedagogy were not observed 
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in this study. There was no evidence that teachers were adjusting instruc-
tion based on their students’ cultures, nor was there ample evidence, per-
haps with George’s AP Human Geography course as the exception, that 
teachers sought to expand the sociopolitical consciousness of their stu-
dents or to disrupt hegemony. Thus, it may more appropriately noted that 
these teachers are moving their praxis toward a more culturally responsive 
one rather than that they fully exemplify culturally responsive pedagogy.  
 With these limitations in mind, there are two recommendations for fu-
ture research. First, this initial exploration was designed using an interpre-
tive and descriptive paradigm. When the teachers in this study spoke about 
culture, they rarely spoke about race. Ladson-Billings (2004) warned that 
“attempts to be all things to all people seem to minimize the effective im-
pact of multicultural education as a vehicle for school and social change” 
(p. 57). Thus, future research on the intersection of culture and online learn-
ing would benefit from studies that use a critical paradigm. Second, a lack 
of available student enrollment and demographic data is common among 
statewide virtual programs (Molnar et al., 2017). K-12 online learning is 
often portrayed as a platform for creating equity in American schools by 
creating educational opportunities where they may not otherwise exist (e.g., 
Cullata, 2015; Picciano & Seaman, 2010; Rose & Blomeyer, 2007; Wat-
son & Gemin, 2008). The SVS model is just one of many models of online 
and blended learning available to students. The credit-recovery model, or 
online learning targeted toward helping students achieve credits for courses 
they have previously failed, has gained traction in recent years for meeting 
the needs of populations who may be considered “at-risk” (Repetto & Spitler, 
2014). Future research exploring the enrollments and demographics of stu-
dents in supplemental virtual programs, full-time virtual programs, and in on-
line credit recovery programs would provide important information for better 
understanding equity in student access and enrollment at the state level.

CONCLUSION

The results of this investigation may indicate that it is not necessarily the 
technology that makes online learning culturally responsive, but rather the 
humanness that is possible within this platform. The teachers in this study 
spoke more about their communication and relationship building skills than 
about their technical or design skills. For these teachers, it is not the plat-
form of online that makes their teaching worthwhile, but rather the experi-
ence of connecting with students, of creating caring learning communities, 
and of creating instruction that is relevant to their students. These teachers 
care for their online students, and they feel that their instruction provides 
their students with new skills and opportunities. 
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An emerging model for a more responsive online pedagogy may provide 
guidance for online teachers on the ways in which they may facilitate more 
culturally responsive online learning experiences for their students. While 
more research exploring what constitutes effective K-12 online teaching 
is recommended (e.g., Molnar et al., 2017), this and other studies indicate 
that the heart of online teaching resides within communication between the 
teacher and the student. As educational leaders consider the ways in which 
online courses may provide equitable learning opportunities for the stu-
dents, they should not underestimate the role of the online teacher in creat-
ing that experience. By sharing strategies for facilitating culturally respon-
sive online instruction, teacher educators and program administrators can 
provide new online teachers with a variety of methods for communicating 
so that they can facilitate relevant and responsive learning experiences for 
their students.
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APPENDIX A 
OBSERVATION PROTOCOL

Observation “look-for’s” based on the Culturally Responsive Instruc-
tion Protocol (Rightmyer, Powell, Cantrell, Powers, Carter, Cox, & Aiello, 
2008); Culturally Responsive Teaching Self-efficacy (Siwatu, 2007); and 
Culturally Responsive Teaching (Gay, 2000).

Caring
• Demonstrates an ethic of care
• Communicates high expectations for all students
•  Creates an environment in which students and teachers respect and  

connect to one another
• Confronts instances of discrimination

Communication
• Facilitates student interaction and a community of learners
• Posts announcements and updates that reflect a variety of cultures
•  Communicates with students and parents about students’ educational 

progress
• Provides students with varied opportunities for self-expression

Curriculum
• Assesses student learning using various types of assessments
•  [Revises instructional material to include a better representation of cul-

tural groups]
•  [Critically examines the curriculum to determine whether it reinforces 

negative cultural stereotypes]
• Integrates mass media into instructional content

Instruction
• Uses a variety of teaching methods
• Adapts instruction to meet the needs of students
•  Uses students’ prior knowledge, interests, and cultural background to 

make learning meaningful
•  Implements cooperative learning activities for those students who like 

to work in groups
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APPENDIX B 
TABLE OF EMERGING FINDINGS, CATEGORIES, AND INDICATORS

Emerging Findings Categories Indicators
Communication is Personal

(“Getting to know your 
students”)

Communicating with 
individual students

-email

-phone

-survey

 Dialoguing with students -continuous conversations

-listening to students

 Expressing caring -providing encouragement

-setting goals

-taking notes on students

 Cultivating student 
teacher relationship

-personalized feedback

-nonacademic exchanges

-building trust

-humor

-images

 Motivating students -monitoring progress

-personal connection with student

Communication is Communal

(“Creating an inclusive learning 
community”)

Communicating with the 
class

-Live sessions

-news items

- Class feedback

 Discussion board 
activities

-student-to-student interaction

-creating connections

 Facilitating a culturally 
aware community

-groups

-students sharing experiences

 Promoting an inclusive 
class environment

-setting norms

-virtual class climate 
-positive environment

-modeling acceptance

 Communicating with 
families and schools

-administrators

-counselors

-mentors

-parents

-conversations with other teachers
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Emerging Findings Categories Indicators

Communication is Instructive

(multi-modal, adaptive)

Importance of feedback -grading

-rubrics

-the most important element of instruction

-group vs individual feedback

-ongoing dialogue

-opportunity for revision

 Importance of flexibility -responding to student needs

-differentiation

-responsive

-pacing plan

 Instruction is multi-modal -teacher created videos

-interactive activities

-audio/multimedia/text

 Varied learning activities -individual

-group

-tests, quizzes, essays

-journals

-projects

-opportunities for collaboration and 
group work

-peer review

 Curriculum and content 
development are a part of 
instruction

-constant revision

-responsive to student achievement

-responsive to current events

-responsive to content areas

-teacher connection to course

-teacher created resources

-teacher curated resources

 Clear structure and 
sequence to learning

-teaching technology

-clear directions

-warm language in 1st and 2nd person

-tutorials

-advanced organizers

-multiple points of access

-student supports

APPENDIX B, CONTINUED
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Emerging Findings Categories Indicators

Communication is Authentic Online teaching is 
teaching

-teaching is teaching, whether face to 
face or online

-teachers see more similarities than 
differences between f2f and online

-clearing up misconceptions

 Incorporating real world 
learning 

-culminating group projects

-service learning 

-peer review

-field experiments

 Making learning relevant -connect to student experience

-current events

 Providing student choice -agency

-opportunities to select text

-opportunities to select activity

-opportunities to select discussion 
prompt

 Formality of language -informal vs formal language in the 
online classroom

-modeling language

-asking for input from students

-tone

Context Matters Creating opportunities 
to learn

-structure of program

-mission and vision

 Teaching diverse 
students

-student demographics

-anecdotes of diverse students

 Valuing cultural diversity -teacher values and beliefs about culture 
and diversity

-positive impact on rural student
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