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ABSTRACT 

 

 

Online literacy learning is still a relatively new field, however, with the advent of the COVID-19 

pandemic in 2020, online learning became the primary mode of instruction for millions of 

students in public, charter, and private schools. This descriptive content analysis seeks to identify 

trends within the field of online literacy instruction from 2000 to 2021, contextual occurrences 

and some of the similarities and differences in the literature intended for academic audiences and 

the literature intended for practitioners. The articles for this content analysis were gathered from 

the Education Information Resource Center (ERIC) database and the Teacher Resource Center 

(TRC) database. 59 articles were identified as pertaining to the sample and were analyzed. 

Results found that within the 59 articles, those intended for academics outweighed those 

intended for practitioners and that the highest concentration of articles came from the end of the 

proposed timespan. Some differences between the articles intended for academics and 

practitioners were the ways the various articles addressed and were coded for student autonomy, 

transactional distance, and literacy instructional focus areas. The results of the content analysis 

revealed that there is lack of theoretical consistency within the research being produced for both 

academics and practitioners and there is a distinct lack of the transactional distance and systems 

theories, both of which underpin and are vital to the success of online literacy learning.   
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

Since the 1990s, online, distance learning has been a growing sector of United States 

public education. The first few incursions into online learning were done on an experimental 

basis and were created for specific learning situations (Barbour, 2012). However, in the interim 

three decades, virtual schools and online learning has grown to become one of the most 

transformational trends in K-12 and higher education in the United States (Toppin & Toppin, 

2016). And there is strong evidence that indicates that K-12 online learning is continuing to grow 

at an accelerated rate; in a comprehensive review of the literature conducted by Arnsen et al. 

(2019) 76% of the 156 articles were published in the last ten years and 44% of the articles had 

been published within the last five years.  

However, for the most part, online education has been prompted by student choice and 

teacher choice. It has not been the default setting for most students in the K-12 area. Online, 

distance education, historically, has most often been associated with satellite learning 

opportunities for those students who were high achievers in their schools and needed further 

learning opportunities, or for those students who needed additional help catching up or 

graduating using independent, remedial, study courses (Moore, 2012).  

Those who were educators and administrators in the field of online learning were there 

because they sought out online instruction and education. Due to the global pandemic of 

COVID-19 (2020-2022) and the subsequent restrictions put in place to try and alleviate the 

spread of the virus and “flatten the curve”, online learning and education was suddenly pushed to 

the forefront of public education in the United States with many educators now teaching online 

with very little, if any, prior exposure or training in online education and curriculum 

(Masonbrink & Hurley, 2020).  
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In December of 2019, dozens of citizens in Wuhan, a metropolitan area in China’s Hubei 

province, were diagnosed with severe pneumonia stemming from an unknown cause. By January 

of 2020 the outbreak was identified by the World Health Organization (WHO) as a novel 

coronavirus. On January 20th, the WHO confirmed the first cases outside of China in Thailand, 

Japan, and South Korea. The next day, the United States confirmed its first case of COVID-19. 

On January 30th, the WHO declared the outbreak a global health emergency as more than 9,000 

cases were confirmed outside of China’s borders. By March 6th, the number of global cases hit 

100,000 and on March 11th the WHO declared COVID-19 a pandemic. By March 13th, President 

Trump declared a state of emergency for the United States. For the rest of that academic year, 

many schools did not reopen for in-person classes and transferred to online or distance education 

learning paradigms. On March 15th, 29 states closed schools, the rest soon followed suit and 

globally an estimated 1.5 billion learners of all ages were affected by school closures (Bozkurt & 

Sharma, 2020, Murraci et al., 2020). Most of these schools never reopened for face-to-face 

instruction and instead shifted to online based distance learning for the next year. The nationwide 

shuttering of elementary and secondary schools meant that nearly 60 million students were now 

learning from home and primarily through online means and millions of educators were now 

teaching remotely, regardless of how they felt about online or distance learning (Masonbrink & 

Hurley, 2020). Globally, the affected number of students equaled around 90% of all enrolled 

students (Bozkurt & Sharma, 2020).  
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Statement of the Problem 

 Current students in the K-12 public school system are considered “digital natives”. 

Digital natives are typically defined as students who have been surrounded by computers, cell 

phones, video games, email, text messaging and social media (Prensky, 2001). These students 

have been born into the digital age. They do not know a world disconnected from the internet. 

This connectedness has impacted how they communicate, learn, and socialize. For these 

students, the “digital” world is no less real than the offline world and about three-fourths of 

children will have used a computer by the age of five (Prensky, 2001). However, most of these 

students’ parents and teachers are what are known as “digital immigrants”.  

Digital immigrants are those who grew up and lived in a world that was disconnected 

from the internet (Prensky, 2001). They were born to a world that was not inherently connected, 

or in the case of older Millennials, that was just beginning to digitize. Teachers and parents have 

adapted the skills and processes they learned to a new world of communicating, learning and 

being. However, they carry an “accent” with them that distinguished themselves from digital 

natives; for example, they might print emails to keep a physical copy (Prensky, 2001). Digital 

native students have fundamentally different expectations of access and interactions with 

technology than do their “digital immigrant” parents and teachers (Abrego & Pankake, 2010). 

This “accent” and the disconnected expectations of what technology can and should be used for 

between students and teachers causes problems in how the educators teach and how students 

learn that have only been intensified by the sudden and required shift to online learning.  

In one study focusing on United States’ students conducted by Dorn et al. (2020), three 

statistical models, one that detailed a return to normal operation by Fall of 2020, one that detailed 

a continuation of partial school closures and emergency e-learning, and one that detailed an 
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escalation of the COVID-19 pandemic, all showed that there would be significant risk of loss of 

learning. In the second model that became the actual scenario (schools would have partial 

closures and online learning), the model estimated that students who remained enrolled could 

lose three to four months of learning if they receive average remote instruction (Dorn et al., 

2020a). Another study conducted in England by the National Foundation for Educational 

Research, found that 98% of public-school teachers in England reported that their students had 

fallen behind because of COVID-19 (Sharp et al., 2020). Given information that has looked at all 

levels of students, how has virtual online learning affected the teaching of and literacy 

acquisition in K-12?  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to describe the extent to which literacy in online literacy 

instruction, specifically at the K-12 level, has evolved over the past two decades. This study also 

looks at the textual units that appear in the research regarding online instruction for EC-6  

Research Questions 

1. What are the trends that have developed and evolved in the research on online literacy 

instruction from 2000-2021? 

2. What are some of the contextual occurrences that might account for increases in online 

literacy learning?  

3. What are some of the similarities and differences in the research geared towards 

practitioners and the research geared for academics and teacher educators?  
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Significance of the Study  

 The amount of research into online education has been growing at an exponential rate 

during the past ten years (Toppin & Toppin, 2016). However, much of that research has been 

focused on higher education, and to a lesser extent, secondary education. The rapid and forced 

transition from face-to-face instruction to remote, electronic learning created many challenges 

for instruction to continue effectively. Current literature points to emergency e-learning being 

associated with poor online teaching infrastructure, inexperience of educators in teaching in a 

remote, online way, a gap in available information and resources for students, and a growing 

complexity in the home environment where working from home and schooling from home 

compete for resources (Carillo & Flores, 2020). 

 There is an apparent dearth in the literature regarding literacy and reading online 

education and there is a need for a comprehensive and solid view of a pedagogy of online 

education and a pedagogy of emergency e-learning (Carillo & Flores, 2020). This study seeks to 

identify ways in which the literature designed for academic, teacher preparation educators and 

institutions and the literature designed for practitioners in the classroom has grown and evolved 

over the two decades since the turn of the century. Online literacy learning is a unique focus in a 

field that seeks to find commonality both within the domains of online, distance education with 

its theoretical background and literacy instruction with its theoretical background. This is 

especially important given that the largest influence in determining the effectiveness of 

instruction is teacher quality (Nichols et al., 2005). 

Definition of Terms 

Academic audience – This refers to the intended audience of the articles analyzed in the content 

analysis. Articles intended for academics are going to have a strong research presence, and while 
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some might be more practical in nature, they will largely be defined by theoretical and 

experimental designs into online literacy learning. These articles are geared towards academics 

and researchers, including those who are in teacher education, curriculum and instruction, 

literacy, and learning design fields. As academics’ main concerns are typically teaching and 

research (Gopinath & Hoffman, 1995), articles intended for an academic audience will generally 

seek to expand the existing research and theory in some way.  

Distance education: the learning that normally takes place in a different place from teaching and 

that will require special specific techniques, pedagogies, technologies, and organizational 

changes (Moore & Kearsely, 2005, Reyes, 2013) 

E-learning/online learning: E-learning and online learning will be used interchangeably in this 

dissertation. E-learning as a concept unites two main areas, learning and technology. This 

concept includes learning strategies, methods and content diffusion and connection. E-learning 

can be defined through a framework that is composed of three main components (people, 

technologies, and services) that interconnect with learning technologies, instructional strategies, 

and pedagogical constructs (Aparicio et al., 2016).  

Learner autonomy – Leaner autonomy is the concept of how autonomous in their learning a 

student is. There are three domains within learner autonomy: goal setting, execution of learning 

course, and evaluation of learning outcomes (Moore, 2012). The more autonomous a student is, 

the less dialogue is needed from the instructor and the higher the structure of the course will be.  

Practitioner audience – This refers to the intended audience of articles in the content analysis that 

focuses on the day-to-day practice of educators within online literacy instruction. These articles 

are not research geared. Instead, the focus is on practical delivery for instructors and 

administrators within the online literacy learning communities.  
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Transactional distance – Transactional distance theory is the theory that helps to define the 

psychological and pedagogical distance between students and instructors in a distance education 

environment. First proposed by Moore (1972) in his work with correspondent education, it has 

since been adopted by other researchers and applied to online instruction (Moore, 2012, Paul et 

al., 2015, Reyes, 2013, Zhang, 2003).  

Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations 

 A limitation of this study is the limited nature of the generalizability of the results of this 

study. Due to the small number of articles included within this sample (n = 59), and due to the 

nature of a descriptive content analysis (Krippendorf, 2019) any findings and discussions will be 

limited to the message that was analyzed within this study.  

One delimitation of the study is time. Due to the specific nature of the twenty-year time 

span chosen to investigate online literacy instruction, there might be articles published prior to or 

subsequently to, this study that will not be addressed. However, one assumption based upon the 

literature review is that due to online learnings relatively new status of online learning there may 

not be as much literature in the years prior to 2000 as there are after.  

 Another delimitation to the study is that only two databases were selected to pull articles 

from, ERIC and TRC. While both databases are expansive in the number of peer-reviewed 

journals that are included within the databases, they are not exhaustive and due to the nebulous 

nature of online, literacy learning, it is possible that there are articles or journals that are not 

included within either ERIC and TRC and thus would be excluded.  

Conclusion 

In summary this research study seeks using descriptive content analysis, to determine 

what the literature does say about online literacy instruction and to illuminate some ways in 
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which future research can continue to establish and solidify pedagogical theories and practices 

for teaching literacy in a distance, online environment.  

This study is important because the massive shift to online instruction that was caused in the 

wake at the 2020 outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. As society begins to return to/or create a 

new normal it is likely that online instruction either in a primary or supplementary form will 

become a more regular part of public education.       

     

  



                                                
  
   

9 

 

CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Theoretical Foundation 

 This research study operates under the dual-nested theoretical frameworks of systems 

theory and transactional distance. According to Saba (2012) distance education operates on a 

theoretical systems perspective and is further enhanced through the transactional distance 

between student and the online learning instruction.  

Systems Theory 

The traditional scientific method based on Cartesian ways of viewing reality sought to 

break down every single problem into as many separate elements as possible so that each 

element could be viewed, investigated, and researched as independently as possible. This was 

done in the hopes that in revealing the mechanics and mystery of the minutia, the solution to the 

problem would present itself (Saba, 2012). However, in fields that are concerned with human 

behavior, such as education, merely reporting and investigating the isolated parts is not enough 

to gain a better understanding (Saba, 2012). In fact, the relationships between the different 

components of a problem are at least as important, if not more so, than understanding each of 

those parts individually, especially when looking at a problem like human behavior or education 

or online learning (Saba, 2012).  

 Systems theory sought to complement the traditional, positivist, scientific paradigm with 

a kind of thinking that is better suited to the behavioral realms. It began as an attempt to explain 

social and biological phenomena but grew from those fields to influence the thinking in a myriad 

of other disciplines (Skyttner, 2005). In the positivist paradigm, scientific research seeks to break 

things down into their component parts to find the way in which things operate. Systems theory 

on the other hand posits that this minute breaking down and away from other concepts is flawed 



                                                
  
   

10 

 

and it is better to view concepts as part of an interconnected whole and that to attempt to view 

components as separate weakens the analysis (Saba, 2012).  

In 1981, Russel Ackoff (as cited in Skyttner, 2005) states that a system is comprised of 

two or more components that satisfy three conditions: 1) the behavior of each component has an 

effect on the behavior of the whole; 2) the behavior of the components and their effects on the 

system as a whole are interdependent; 3) despite the formation of subgroups, all have an effect 

on the behavior of the system, but none have an independent effect upon the whole.  

For the purposes of online education, systems theory relates to the seven systems that 

comprise any online, distance education interaction (Saba, 2012):  

1. Hardware systems – hardware systems refer to the equipment that is necessary to 

create and distribute instructional materials and to establish and maintain 

communication between instructor and student and between students.  

2. Software systems – software systems refer to the wide array of computer 

programs that are required for instructional communication as well as 

synchronous and asynchronous communication among instructors and learners.  

3. Telecommunication systems – telecommunication systems include wired and 

wireless systems that make online learning at a distance possible. 

4. Instructional systems – instructional systems are the courses, learning objects, and 

supportive elements that include the instructional design for each content area, 

subject, and knowledge domain taught and learned. Instructional systems sphere 

of influence is where various faculty and staff, such as teachers and 

administrators, operate.  
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5. Educational systems – this system represents the collection of courses and ideas 

that form a discipline. These are usually offered by an academic department or the 

training division of a government agency. However, this system can also include 

programs offered for decentralized education opportunities provided by museums, 

theme parks, businesses, and textbook publishers.  

6. Societal systems – this system consists of the government agencies or private 

organizations that create the legal and financial basis for distance education to 

function. Laws governing accreditation, telecommunication, and copyright greatly 

influence this system level as does the allocation of private and public funds 

provided to distance education.  

7. Global systems – global systems are comprised of the network of international 

institutions (both private and governmental) that make distance education viable 

on a global scale. (Saba, 2012). 

Within distance education, systems theory states that each component within a distance 

education program should be operated in such a way that it is fully integrated with the 

development and operation of other components within that distance learning program (Moore & 

Kearsley, 2006). To maintain the quality of the system, there needs to be continual assessment of 

all pieces of the system (Moore & Kearsley, 2006)  

Transactional Distance 

  Transactional distance theory was the “first American theory developed as an all-

encompassing theory to define the field of distance education in terms of pedagogy” (Reyes, 

2013 p. 43) and was first proposed by Moore in 1973 (Moore, 1973 and Saba, 2012). 
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Prior to transactional distance theory, scholarly research in education was grounded in the 

assumption that instruction was solely that which took place during the school day and in the 

classroom setting. It was to establish an identify for those forms of learning and instruction that 

did not take place in a traditional setting that would lead to distance education and eventually the 

theory of transactional distance (Moore, 2012). Transactional distance theory would be seminal 

in that it brought about a paradigm shift in the viewing of distance in distance, correspondent 

education (Paul et al., 2015).  Rather than considering distance and learner to be one of primary 

geography, or physical separation, Moore described that distance as a psychological separation 

that is influenced by three pedagogical areas: the first main two, dialogue and structure, are 

further supported and influenced by autonomy (Moore, 2012 Reyes, 2013) 

 Transactional distance theory posits that there are two critical variables that are in a 

relationship with learner autonomy: structure and dialogue (Gokool-Ramdoo, 2008). Structure 

can be seen as the flexibility or the rigidity of a course’s learning objectives, teaching strategies, 

and evaluative methods and can be used to describe the course’s ability to adapt to each student’s 

needs and preferences (Moore, 2012). Content structure requires a level of communication and 

dialogue between instructor and student, and conversely the amount of dialogue in a course can 

be affected by the structure of the course (Reyes, 2013). Dialogue is interpersonal in nature and 

happens only after a course has been designed and the structure has been set (Moore, 2012). For 

example, the degree of structure and dialogue can vary for many different reasons, including 

student abilities, technology available to the learning environment, subject matter, and grade 

level.   Learner autonomy as a concept will be discussed at length later in this chapter, but a brief 

explanation of learner autonomy is how much freedom and autonomy a student has within their 

learning environment and experience (Black, 2012). The more autonomous a student becomes, 
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the less structure is needed within the course and the more dialogic options open between student 

and instructor and students with other students (Black, 2012, Moore, 2003, Saba, 2012). More 

autonomous students require less dialogue between teacher and student whereas those students 

who are less autonomous will need higher levels of dialogue (Moore, 2012). The more dialogue 

increases, the transactional distance decreases and the more structure increases, transactional 

distance increases as well. Transactional distance as a theory helps to pedagogically explain the 

nature and purpose of differing programs and courses that are utilized within distance, online 

learning frameworks and how teachers and students operate and behave in their interactions both 

with one another and with the courses themselves (Gokool-Ramdoo, 2008).  

Transactional distance was originally intended to describe the relationship between 

dialogue and structure, or as dialogue increases, structure decreases which results in a low 

transactional distance. The inverse of that relationship is whenever structure increases dialogue 

decreases and transactional distance increases. A further study conducted by (Zhang, 2003) 

broke transactional distance into four distinct domains: student to student, student to content, 

student to teacher, and student to technology. Measuring transactional distance is contested in the 

literature (Gorsky & Capsi, 2005) therefore the degree of transactional distance was not 

measured in this study, although the domains were analyzed and accounted for.  

Transactional distance is characterized by psychological and communicative spaces that 

are then mediated by various technologies. This distance is inversely related to structure (student 

to content; student to technology) and dialogue (student to student; student to teacher) (Gokool-

Ramdoo, 2008). Student autonomy is directly tied in with transactional distance; that is, as a 

student becomes more autonomous, less structure is required in the learning environment. Less 
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structure within a learning environment can give rise to more dialogic opportunities for students 

within the learning environment (Gokool-Ramdoo, 2008).  

Transactional distance should also be considered when looking at different levels of 

education for students. For example, adult learners are far more likely to be fully autonomous 

than early elementary students (Moore, 2012). Due to their life experiences, literacy abilities, and 

ability to function autonomously, courses that deal with adult learners, such as college students 

or even upper-level high school students, will require less dialogue between teacher and student 

and even between students. However, lower-level elementary students are going to be far less 

autonomous and in the case of a kindergarten classroom, for example, high structure and low 

dialogue could set those students up for failure (Moore, 2012).   

Transactional distance, unlike physical distance, is continually in flux as a technologies 

and societies change (Paul et al., 2015). As technologies continue to change and grow into more 

interactive forms of education, including virtual reality, and as society continues to change and 

become more accepting of online and distance learning methods and ways of collaborating and 

existing, the measurements and domains that are utilized to measure and assess transactional 

distance will also need to change and adjust (Paul et al., 2015).   

Learner Autonomy 

 As was discussed in the previous section on transactional distance, learner autonomy is 

an important component to transactional distance. Learner autonomy as a concept arose out of 

Humanistic psychology and posited that students have, with varying degrees, the ability to plan 

their own educational and learning outcome goals, act upon those goals and find the various 

resources for their study, and to evaluate their own successes within their educational goals 

(Lewis, 2013, Moore, 2012).  
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 While dialogue and structure are the primary measurements of transactional distance, the 

autonomous behaviors of the student are what determine the extent of the structure and the 

dialogue (Gokool-Romdoo, 2008, Moore, 2012, Paul et al., 2015). As students become more 

autonomous, the dialogue with their instructor and peers will no longer be as important a 

concept. However, more autonomous students will require more structure to be successful within 

their learning outcomes and environment which will lead to a higher transactional distance 

(Moore, 2012). However, less autonomous students will require higher levels of dialogue which 

means that there will be less structure within the course and so a lower transactional distance.    

 In 1972, Moore began to classify learner autonomy according to those three domains: 

goal setting, execution of learning goals and outcomes, and evaluation. This gave rise to eight 

distinct variations of learner autonomy. At one end of the spectrum was the fully autonomous 

student, or AAA: autonomy in goal setting, execution, and evaluation, with each letter indicating 

either “A” autonomy or “N” no autonomy. This student would be fully autonomous in their 

navigation through the course and learning objectives, as such dialogic distance between student 

and teacher would be very small, but the structure of the course would need to be highly 

established (Moore, 2012). At the other end of the spectrum would be NNN, or no autonomy is 

setting goals, execution of learning objectives and courses, and evaluation of learning. At this 

level the student has no autonomy and the dialogue between student and teacher is going to need 

to be very high if the student is to be successful (Moore, 2012). In between these two ends are 

six further domains of learner autonomy: AAN (autonomy in goal setting and execution, but no 

goal setting in evaluation); ANA (autonomy is goal setting and evaluation, but no autonomy in 

execution); ANN (autonomy only in goal setting), this mode of student autonomy is considered 

uncommon; NAA (autonomy in execution and evaluation but not in goal setting); NNA 
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(autonomy only in evaluation) considered the most rare instance of learner autonomy; and finally 

NAN (autonomy only in execution) considered the most common instance of learner autonomy 

(Moore, 2012).  

 Students who are older are going to be more autonomous than those students who are 

younger. It would be expected that a course that includes adult learners, such as graduate and 

undergraduate students, would be more highly autonomous than those students who are much 

younger and lack autonomy in their face-to-face learning environments (Derrick, et al., 2010, 

Moore, 2012).   

Distance and Online Education 

The history of distance education at the K-12 level in the United States is a long one. The 

first correspondence course available to K-12 students was introduced by the University of 

Chicago in 1891 and was conducted by postal mail. From there, radio and video began to be used 

in correspondence courses before the advent of the internet (Kennedy & Archambault, 2012). 

Moore and Kearsley (2005) further delineated the history of distance education into three 

generations, with the first generation sharing two distinct phases. The first generation was that of 

correspondence or independent study. These were courses that were undertaken by mail and 

were largely done using essays and other assignments completed by the student. The second 

generation of distance education began with the appearance of “Open Universities” (Moore & 

Keasley, 2005 p. 19) in the 1970s. These open universities applied a total systems approach to 

distance learning and relied heavily on correspondence, as well as limited use of broadcast and 

recorded media. These open universities and their broadcast/teleconferencing approach led to the 

3rd and current generation of distance learning; that of the networks and multimedia, or online, 

learning (Moore & Keasley, 2005).    
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However, as an area of research, distance education did not initially enjoy much 

publicity. Correspondence courses had been a facet of education in the United States since the 

1800s, however, it was not viewed as its own separate discipline and it was assumed that what 

was good for the education of students in person would be good for students learning from a 

distance and so distance education researchers networked with one another through word of 

mouth, interaction at conferences in related fields and, ironically enough, through 

correspondence (Black 2012).  

Among the first to push for research into distance education were William H Lighty and 

John S. Noffsigner. Noffsinger eventually would record the first systematic description of 

American correspondence study in 1926 (Black, 2012). In 1988, the first American Symposium 

on Research in Distance Education, which brought together fifty American distance education 

leaders with the goal being the setting of a national research education (Black, 2012). The 1962 

Conference on New Media was funded by the U.S. Department of Education and brought 

together specialists from a wide range of fields including, audio-visual media, programmed 

instruction, field service bureaus, motion picture, radio and television production and 

correspondence study (Black, 2012).   

An important concept to distance education at this time was that of the independent 

study. The concept came in two domains; the first domain was that in calling their courses 

independent study, correspondent educators implied that the student was independent from the 

instructor in both time and place. The second domain being that which regarded the student’s 

independence, or their ability to make their own decisions in regard to their learning (Moore & 

Keasley, 2005). This focus on independence sat American distance education apart from those 

kinds of distance learning that were taking place in many foreign areas, where most learning that 
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takes place at a distance is done with cohort and the pacing through the course learning materials 

is quite strict (Moore & Keasley, 2005). This concept of student independence within their 

learning would later give rise to the concept of student autonomy, an important component of 

online, distance learning as was discussed earlier in this chapter.  

Perhaps the first foray into online K-12 education in the United States began with the 

private Laurel Springs School in 1991, which was followed by the first supplemental virtual 

school, the Utah Electronic High School, in 1994 (Barbour, 2012). Since the 1990s, virtual 

schools have risen to become one of the most transformational trends in K-12 education, as well 

as in higher education (Toppin & Toppin, 2016). In 2005, the US Department of Education 

issued a study into online distance education in K-12 schools in the United States. This study 

discovered that 36% of public-school districts and 9% of public schools had students who 

enrolled in some form of distance education classes during the 2002-2003 fiscal school year 

(Vasquez & Slocum, 2012). Since this study, enrollment has only increased. In 2006, Michigan 

became the first state that mandated that each high school student should have a virtual learning 

experience prior to high school graduation (DiPietro et al., 2010). Other states such as New 

Mexico, Alabama, and Idaho soon followed suit (Kennedy & Archambault, 2012). During the 

2009-2010 school year, enrollment in a full time online or virtual school was at 200,000 students 

at the K-12 level. By 2012-2013 school year, that number had dramatically increased by 64.7% 

to 310,000 enrolled students (Toppin & Toppin, 2016).  

Today’s students are no strangers to the internet and technology in general. These 

students are “digital natives”, they have been born into the digital age, while many of their 

parents and teachers are “digital immigrants” who have simply adapted their skills and process to 

a new world of communicating, learning and being. The digital native students have 
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fundamentally different expectations of access and interactions with technology than their digital 

immigrant teachers and parents (Abrego & Pankake, 2010). Research conducted on children 

aged 6-11 found that these children do not view and operate as if their online and offline lives are 

separated or oppositional but instead a deeply related; one could not be understood without the 

other. Digital natives’ online identities, relationships and spaces are no less real than those 

encountered offline and about three-fourths of children use a computer by the age of five and a 

majority use the internet by the age of nine (Abrego & Pankake 2010). However, research has 

shown that the transition to web-based or online learning can prove problematic for students who 

are more accustomed to traditional face-to-face learning (Wang and Wu, 2008).  

Although online and face-to-face teachers both require similar skill sets, an online 

educator must also manage and engage students in a virtual environment leading them to be an 

instructional designer and facilitator as well as teacher (Archambault & Larson, 2015). Among 

areas to be considered in online education are the schedule, the technology itself, teacher 

instructional beliefs, behaviors and technological skills, and the curriculum (Abrego & Pankake, 

2010).  

In their review of the literature on online and blended education in K-12 programs, 

Pulham and Graham (2018) identified seven global themes in competency domains for both 

online and blended instruction: pedagogy, management, assessment, technology, instructional 

design, dispositions, and improvement. The top ranked organizing code in their literature review 

was the concept of a flexible and personalized pedagogy when instructing in an online or 

blended environment (Pulham & Graham, 2018).  

One issue that has been of concern regarding distance, online education is whether if 

learners at the K-12 level have similar academic outcomes to those students who are traditionally 



                                                
  
   

20 

 

educated in the face-to-face learning environment. Research has shown through strong effect 

sizes that there are benefits to the use of computer assisted instruction and high quality designed 

technological environments can boost K-12 student learning and achievement, however, most 

articles and studies in the field show no significant difference between in-person and distance, 

online learning modalities (Moore, 2012, Russel, 2001) 

Moore (2012) identified six areas in which the future of K-12 online, distance education 

will need to be further discussed and researched. One question that Moore (2012) posited was 

how government funding for technology has changed the outlook and field of online, distance 

education? There are several federal grants and funding opportunities that have assisted school 

districts in expanding and improving their technological infrastructure to better handle online, 

distance learning. One such funding opportunity that has specifically focused on technological 

infrastructure for schools is E-Rate which has provided over two billion dollars annually from 

small changers on cell phone bills. Other federal and state funding has provided teacher training 

and technology access to many schools.   

Some other questions asked by Moore (2012) into the future of K-12 distance education 

are how have a lack of common standards and metrics made it difficult to evaluate the success, 

and failures of distance education? Whether the focus of researchers, practitioners, 

administrators, and governmental bodies should be to focus on expanding educational access to 

more students and areas or should the focus be on improving the results of the current 

educational opportunities? 

Additionally, can online and blended learning address equity concerns? Speaking 

historically, Moore (2012) points out that schools have typically used satellite courses (bringing 

in distance education) for high achieving students and independent study for low-achieving 
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students. His concern here is that a bimodal distribution of students in online learning can lead to 

a high-tech version of tracking rather than a way to help underperforming students catch up and 

graduate (Moore, 2012).   

Another question he asks, and that this research hopes to answer in some way, is whether 

full-time and elementary level online, distance, educational programs are good for students. 

Research has suggested that online programs are not for everyone, and while some have shown 

that high school independent study programs have helped some students graduate, they also have 

shown high levels of drop-out (Moore, 2012). Further, as was discussed earlier in this chapter, 

students who are at the elementary level typically will require much higher levels of dialogue 

than other students as they lack the autonomy to be successful in some online learning 

environments.  

Finally, Moore (2012) asks if “online and blended learning programs are a good idea for 

schools” (p. 569). However, research has shown (Moore, 2012, Paul et al. 2015), that distance 

and online education has shown to help schools meet individual student needs and that blended 

programs can build upon existing programs and that blended, rather than fully online or fully in-

person, might be the future of K-12 education (Moore, 2012) 

Online Teacher Skills and Preparation 

The literature on online teaching in K-12 is not as expansive as the number of K-12 

online programs might suggest. Much of the literature into online education is focused at the 

higher, postsecondary, education level (Toppin & Toppin, 2016). To date there are several 

reviews of the literature in regard to online learning as a whole, but only five comprehensive 

reviews that have been published in the field of K-12 online learning (Arnesen et al., 2019; 

Barbour, 2018; Barbour & Reeves, 2009; Cavanaugh et al., 2009; Hasler Waters, et al., 2014; 
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Rice, 2006). The dominant themes in these literature reviews are that most of the research into 

K-12 online education has dealt with comparisons between students of online instructional 

programs with their peers in more traditional face-to-face, brick and mortar instructional 

environments. However, two other areas of interest for the remaining literature focused, first, on 

component of teaching and learning online and, secondly, on online learning policy and how it 

relates to full time online K-12 learning (Hu et al., 2019).  

In the most recent review of the literature, Arnesen et al. (2019), found 400 individual 

authors focused on the scholarship of K-12 online education. However only ten people accounted 

for half of the scholarship in the field, indicating that K-12 online scholarship is a small research 

community with a core of dedicated scholars. Still, their review found that the community and 

field is growing. Of the articles that were analyzed, the largest number came from 2016; further 

proof of the explosive growth of the field is that 44% of the articles were published in the five 

years between 2009 and 2014 and 76% of the articles were published in the ten years from 2009 

to 2019. They also found that the literature has begun to have a strong focus on theoretical 

research with it comprising 40% of the total articles reviewed, but they found evidence that 

attention to inferential and interpretive articles is growing (Arnesen et al., 2019).   

After Arnesen et al. (2019), investigated the major themes and articles in a 

comprehensive review of the literature, they conducted a review of the uncited and low-cited 

articles that were uncovered in their earlier review of the literature (Arnesen et al., 2020). In this 

review, Arnesen et al. (2020) found that the most consistent pattern in the majority of these 

articles was the investigation reported a specific case that focused on a single program or 

context.  
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In an earlier review of the literature than Arnesen et al., Toppin and Toppin (2016) found 

that even though there are numerous handbooks that address the act of teaching online, there was 

a lack of research into successful teaching in the K-12 area. Much of the existing research is 

either rooted in traditional face-to-face content areas or is in the postsecondary field where there 

is an abundance of research into effective online teaching, perhaps because of the particularly 

avid way in which online education has taken hold at the university and college level.  

A study conducted by Archambault and Larson (2015) found fifteen factors that 

influenced teachers’ decision to teach online; however, after coding they were able to 

characterize the two dominant motivations or influences as “economics” or “innovation”. In this 

same study, the researchers also found ten attributes of effective online K-12 teachers: strong 

communication skills; organized and prepared; knowledgeable and experienced; highly flexible; 

motivated; patient and caring; creative and adaptable; strong technology skills; accessible and 

punctual; and able to connect with students virtually (Archambault & Larson, 2015).  

Archambault and Larson (2015) then coded these attributes and found two overlapping 

categories; a new set of communication skills different from those utilized in face-to-face 

classrooms and a new set of organizational skills, also different from those required to teach 

face-to-face. This aligns with what Hawkins et al. (2013) discovered in that while the 

characteristics of good face-to-face teaching are similar to online education there are new and 

unique skills that are required for the teacher to thrive in an online instructional environment.  

In a study of Michigan virtual schoolteachers, DiPietro et al., (2010) found that online 

teachers needed to have the freedom to modify the instructional practices and pedagogical 

techniques that had been used in face-to-face setting into the online environment, again setting 

up the teacher as an interaction facilitator and instructional designer alongside their teacher role. 
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This study also found that direct transference of good pedagogical and instructional practices in 

the face-to-face setting into an online setting was not always applicable to good teaching and that 

clearer definitions needed to be established regarding what exemplary online instruction was and 

looked like. However, one direction the study did find was that classroom management in online 

education was a key component to quality online instruction (DiPietro et al., 2010).  

Kennedy and Archambault (2012) also found that while the overall enrollment of K-12 

online learning is growing exponentially in the United States, only 1.3% of the respondents into 

their study into online teacher preparation programs said that they felt the teacher preparedness 

needs into online education were being met. In the research there is an expressed need for 

teacher preparation and in most cases online learning is only referenced in the sense that teachers 

use multimedia and digital resources in their teaching (Kennedy & Archambault, 2012). Perhaps 

it is because of this lack of teacher preparedness into online teacher education that Toppin and 

Toppin (2016) found in their review of the literature that full-time online students are struggling 

to match the achievement levels of their peers in brick-and-mortar schools. If teacher education 

programs are responsible for preparing the next generation of teachers, it is important that 

programs begin preparing educators for an ever-growing and ever-expanding field of K-12 

online learning (Kennedy & Archambault, 2012).  

Roles of Teacher in an Online Environment 

 Davis et al. (2007) established three roles for the online teacher: teacher, designer, and 

site facilitator. Teaching remains much the same as it does in face-to-face instruction with the 

focus on presenting activities, managing pacing, interacting with students and undertaking 

assessments, grading materials, etc. As a designer, the online educator designs the institutional 

materials and collaborates with a team of teachers and administrators to construct the online 
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courses. As a "site" facilitator, the online teacher acts as a local mentor and advocates for the 

students (Davis et al., 2007, Hawkins et al., 2012).  

In a later work, Ferdig et al. (2009) identified eight potential roles for online educators: 

teacher, course facilitator, instructional designer, local key contact, mentor, technology 

coordinator and guidance counselor. The teacher role is responsible for teaching students in the 

online context. As a course facilitator the online teacher provides support for the student within 

the virtual school program. As an institutional designer the online teacher creates the course 

using effective learning and design strategies that are centered on online instructor. The role of 

local key contact is to assist students in registering and accessing the virtual courses, while 

providing academic tutoring and assistance to the students as a mentor. Online teachers also take 

on the role of technology coordinator by facilitating tech support for students, teachers, and even 

other educators. As a guidance counselor, the online teacher acts as an academic adviser to 

students. And finally, online teachers also take on the role of administrator by providing 

instructional leadership (Ferdig, 2009 & Hawkins et al., 2012).  

DiPietro et al. (2010) found that teachers in an online instructional environment often had 

to assume a greater managerial and technical role than their face-to-face counterparts, often 

because they had to work to prevent students from falling through the cracks, whereas brick-and-

mortar schools often have robust systems and dedicated staff to deal with similar issues. Perhaps 

one of the biggest issues plaguing online teachers is the heavy feel of disconnection they 

experienced, not just with their students, but with their colleagues (Hawkins et al., 2012).  

TPACK Framework 

To have a conceptual framework with which to investigate technological influences and 

uses in the classroom. Mishra and Koehler (2006) built upon the Pedagogical Content 
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Knowledge (PCK) framework but introducing a technological aspect. The Technological, 

Pedagogy and Content Knowledge (TPACK) is a framework where the relationship between a 

teacher’s knowledge of content, pedagogy and technology and brought together to have effective 

teaching (Park & Hargis, 2018).  

Technological Knowledge (TK) is related to general technology and computer skills, 

Technological Content Knowledge (TCK) refers to knowledge of the reciprocal relationship 

between technology and content and Technological Pedagogical Knowledge (TPK) refers to an 

understanding of how technology and both grant affordances and constraints to specific 

pedagogical practices (Park & Hargis, 2018). When these areas meet is where effective teaching 

that utilizes technology is generated.  

Effective Reading Instruction 

 The largest influence in determining the effectiveness of any reading instruction program 

on the reading ability of students is that of teacher quality (Nichols et al., 2005). There are five 

areas of importance in reading instruction: phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, 

and comprehension (Vasquez & Slocum, 2012). The National Reading Panel in 1997 mandated 

that reading skills should be taught explicitly and systematically in kindergarten through 4th 

grade. Systematic instruction is defined here as a plan of instruction that includes a carefully 

selected set of lessons that are organized into a logical sequence and explicit instruction refers to 

a systematic method of teaching that places great emphasis on proceeding in small steps, 

checking for student understanding, and ensuring active participation by all students (Vasquez & 

Slocum, 2012).  

Effective reading teachers make multiple daily decisions in planning and delivering their 

reading instruction. They adapt their procedures and methods to previously identified student 
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learning outcomes and student capabilities, often with students of varying capabilities in one 

class. The effective reading teacher also incorporates theory with practice and is reflective in 

their practice (Nichols et al., 2005).  

In teaching young, early literacy students, explicit instruction is most beneficial because 

these students need greater guidance and assistance in using the multitude of strategies that are 

available to them. Indeed, early readers will often struggle with effectively monitoring their own 

reading due to a lack of awareness of the appropriate strategy that is needed to best monitor and 

evaluate their own reading comprehension (Nichols et al., 2005).  

Digital Reading Instruction 

Reading comprehension struggles to keep up with the technological advances in digital 

media and texts. The usefulness of digital reading environments in advancing student reading 

comprehension has not been definitively answered. Some studies, (Dalton et al., 2011 Moran et 

al., 2008) have found that technology and digital reading environments can have a positive effect 

on student’s reading comprehension. And some studies have found that struggling readers 

benefited from interactive hypermedia lessons (Bosco, 1986, Fletcher, 1989; Hofstetter, 1994; 

Holliday et al., 1976; Samuels et al., 1974; Sewell & Moore, 1980, as cited in Ortlieb et al., 

2014). Enhanced learning can occur when the information is encoded through multiple senses, 

which could account for why studies have shown that digital reading environments have been 

effective towards student reading.  

 Digital texts tend to be infused with pictures and interactive figures and hyperlinks to 

help facilitate learning (Ortlieb et al., 2014). These digital reading environments assist students 

in building vocabulary knowledge, achieve and increase reading fluency, improve 

comprehension, and strengthen their home-school connections (Ortlieb et al., 2014).  
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A further study conducted by Ortlieb et al. (2014), found that the explicit, digital 

instruction of comprehension strategies (such as prediction, think aloud, text structure, visual 

representations of text, summarization, and questioning) helped to lead students toward increases 

in comprehension levels. In this study, the researchers utilized fourth grade students from three 

elementary schools in a Midwest metropolitan area with each school having one class selected 

for the study for a total of 58 students. Scores in reading comprehension were collected and 

analyzed pre- and post- study. Classes were assigned one of three groups: print based 

intervention (control); myON digital reading environment; and hybrid intervention (Ortlieb et al., 

2014). The study found that digital reading environments, such as the one used in the study, can 

assist students in their reading comprehension (Ortlieb et al., 2014).  

 Even though this study was conducted in a face-to-face learning environment, its findings 

are still relevant to online literacy learning given that most of the literacy instruction and reading 

that will be taking place in online learning environments will be digital in nature.   
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 

This study aims to understand literacy in online education, as well as what research 

shows in trends that have changed since the turn of the century for literacy in online education. 

This study looks to analyze and compare two research journal databases in the field of literacy 

and online education, Education Resources Information Center (ERIC) and Teacher Resoruce 

Center (TRC) to identify potential themes and ideas in literacy instruction in an online 

environment.  

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study is to describe the extent to which literacy instruction in online 

education has evolved, as well as determine what research shows in trends that have changed and 

emerged during the past two decades.  

Content Analysis 

 Content analysis is an empirically grounded method that is exploratory in process and 

predictive in intent (Krippendorf, 2019). Neuendorf (2017) also describes content analysis as a 

systematic, objective, quantitative analysis of message characteristics that can be coded by 

human coders or computer aided text analysis.  

 Content analysts examine data, whether printed matter, images, or sounds, to understand 

what the messages mean to people, what they enable or prevent and what the purpose of the 

information conveyed by the messages is (Krippendorf, 2019).  Quantitative content analysis is a 

research technique that follows the rules of science and is perhaps most closely related to the 

techniques and methodologies used in survey research, only quantitative content analysts use 

messages rather than humans as its units of data (Neuendorf, 2017).  
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 There are two main forms of quantitative content analysis: one which uses human coders 

to analyze the messages and Computer Assisted Text Analysis (or CATA) which uses computer 

processing power to analyze the data and messages (Neuendorf, 2017). For the purposes of this 

research study, human coders were utilized. The first coder was the primary researcher for this 

study. The second coder was another Ph.D. holder outside of the field of literacy, so as to 

approach the coding with as little field knowledge as possible, other than the training undertaken 

in the methodology section. This helped to focus the coder and prevent them from bringing their 

own previous conceptions of the field to the coding (Neuendorf, 2017). This second coder also 

had a quantitative and content analysis background and has conducted content analysis research 

within their own field of study. 

 Within quantitative content analysis, there is descriptive content analysis and predictive 

content analysis. Descriptive content analysis seeks to describe the messages in an archival 

fashion and analysts are careful to limit their conclusions about the content being studied. 

Predictive content analysis’ primary goal is to predict some outcome or effect of the messages 

under examination. Through the measurement of key characteristics of the message, the research 

aims to predict receiver responses to the messages (Neuendorf, 2017). Because the research 

questions of this study relate to the growth and changes in the literature regarding online literacy 

education and does not seek to predict or infer audience reaction to the analyzed messages, this 

study will be a primarily descriptive content analysis.  

 Krippendorf (2019) established the following framework that is necessary to conduct a 

content analysis: an available body of text; research question(s); context within which the text 

will be analyzed and to make sense of the analysis; an analytical construct; inferences aimed at 

answering the research question(s); and evidence to validate the analysis and conclusions drawn.  
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 Content analysis is further comprised of six interrelated components (Krippendorff 2019) 

(see Figure 3.1):  

1. Unitizing – relied upon definitions of relevant units within the text and systematically 

distinguishing those that are of interest and pertain to the topic and research questions 

2. Sampling – due to the number of units and text present in any given content analysis it is 

important to limit the units to those that are statistically or conceptually representative of 

all conceivable units  

3. Recording/coding- transforming unedited texts into analyzable representations 

4. Reducing – reproducing the diversity of texts by listing types and frequencies for 

efficient representation 

5. Inferring – moving beyond the text by drawing abductive inferences about observed 

phenomena and justifying these inferences.  

6. Narrating – explaining the results of the content analysis in a comprehensible way that 

allows other researchers to further explore the topic.  

One note to content analysis framework is that the design may include iterative repetition of 

processes until a desired quality is achieved (Krippendorff, 2019).   
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Figure 3.1 

Content Analysis Research Design 

 

Note. Reprinted from Content Analysis: An Introduction to Its Methodology (4th ed.) (p.90), by K. Krippendorff, 

2019, Sage Publications. Copyright 2019 by Sage Publications, Inc. 

 This research will utilize a semantical content analysis through designation and sign-

vehicle analysis. Krippendorff (2019) defines designation analysis as analysis that focuses on the 

count, or frequency, with which people, groups, things, or ideas are discussed. Whereas a sign-

vehicle analysis provides the count of which textual units are present within the text by counting 

the number of times a specific word or phrase appears within a text (Krippendorff, 2019).  

Research Questions 

The research questions for the study are as follows:  

1) What are the trends that have developed and evolved in the research on distance, online 

literacy instruction from 2000-2021? 

2) What are some contextual occurrences that might account for increases in online 

learning? 
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3) What are some of the similarities and differences in the research geared towards 

practitioners and the research geared for academics and teacher educators? 

Data Corpus 

  For the purposes of this research study, the data corpus population was all texts identified 

as relating to reading and literacy instruction and distance or online education that were returned 

from a search of two research databases: Education Resources Information Center (ERIC) and 

Teacher Resource Center (TRC).  

 The reason for the selection of two databases rather than specific journals relating to the 

field, such as Distance Education, is that while online learning and distance education has begun 

to solidify behind certain publications intended for this field, much of the research being done on 

reading and reading skills in online or distance education is done in journals that are outside the 

scope of field specific journals.  

 ERIC is an Internet based bibliographic and full-text database of education research and 

information established in 1964 by the United States Department of Education as a central 

resource for education researchers. Its database contains articles from 1966 to present time.  

 The TRC is an index of over 260 titles from the most popular teacher and administrator 

trade journals, periodicals, and books. It provides information on key education topics and is 

designed for use by K-12 teachers, administrators, and librarians.  

 This study focused on articles that have been published in these databases from 2000-

2021. There are certainly articles that have been published prior to 2000 in the field of 

online/distance education as it relates to reading and literacy instruction, however, it was decided 

by the researcher to focus only on those articles published since the turn of the century.  
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Procedures 

 Pilot Study 

 A pilot study was conducted prior to the implementation of the research study to ensure 

that the data collection methods are viable and to assist in the development of the primary 

research study’s recording/coding, codebook, and textual units. An a priori list of textual units 

and conceptual units was developed based on the researcher’s literature review and knowledge of 

the topic to be utilized in the pilot study.  

 This pilot study utilized a random sample drawn from the population of articles identified 

through the search parameters. The sample was analyzed to determine the appropriateness of the 

coding categories utilized in the codebook as well as the frequency of specific textual units. The 

results of the analysis stage of the pilot study were used to develop a final comprehensive 

codebook that was utilized in the final research study (see Appendix A).  

 To determine this, descriptive statistics were run to determine the frequency of coding 

categories represented in the pilot study.  

Final Study  

 This research systematically reviewed literature from the ERIC and TRC research 

databases utilizing an a priori defined research protocol (see Figure 3.2) that was derived from 

the dual theoretical framework of systems theory and transactional distance theory. This protocol 

was utilized to develop a method for screening articles, application of inclusion criteria, and 

delineation of the final study sample. A priori protocols are formed or conceived before research 

to aid a researcher’s systematic review. The resulting final studies will then be coded using 

quantitative content analysis.  
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Figure 3.2 

A Priori Defined Protocol - Identification, Screening, and Inclusion Procedures 

 

Identification and Initial Screen of Studies 

 Articles from ERIC were obtained by utilizing the general search terms of “Distance 

education or online education or remote learning” AND “Reading or Reading skills”. The reason 

for looking at distance education, online education, and remote learning as the initial part of the 

search terms is that online education grew out of the field of distance education (Black, 2012).  

Application of Eligibility Criteria 

 Determining which texts were utilized in the final content analysis was done in multiple, 

iterative steps. The first step entailed entering the identified search terms into the ERIC and TRC 

databases. Search results were evaluated based upon article title, as well as search keywords 

identified by the article. The second round of application of eligibility criteria was a screening of 

Articles identified through ERIC and TRC using search 

parameters 

Articles screened based on title and search keywords 

Articles screened based on abstract 

Articles screened based on full text 

Articles included in the content analysis (sample set) 
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the previously identified article’s abstracts. Many articles were excluded from this round due to 

abstracts not aligning with the purposes of this content analysis. Some of the more common 

reasons were that the articles focused on higher education or professional development that was 

not tied to online, literacy learning in some way. The third, and final, round of screening was a 

full text review of the remining articles. Articles excluded from this round of screening mostly 

dealt with reading in online programs, or digital reading, but not online, literacy learning. A key 

difference is that many of the articles excluded in this round were reading programs that the 

student conducted online, but they were included within an in-person learning environment. 

While such articles are worthy of investigation, they were outside of the scope of the content 

analysis and so were excluded from the final analysis of articles. After this third round of 

screening, whichever articles remained were the ones that were included in the content analysis. 

The total number of articles identified after the three rounds of screening was 59.  

Data Analysis 

 The content data analysis was conducted using descriptive statistical analysis. 

Multivariable crosstabulations were utilized to determine associations between variables.  

Establishing Reliability and Validity 

 Validity and reliability are integral to the methodology of a content analysis (Neuendorf, 

2017). Without reliability and validity measurements, any given analysis would not meet the 

requirements of generalizability and, most importantly, replicability (Krippendorf, 2019 

Neuendorf, 2017).  

 Validity refers to the extent with which a measuring procedure accurately measures the 

researcher’s intended concept, rather than unintended concepts (Neuendorf, 2017). Internal 

validity refers to an agreement between conceptual definition and operational definitions of the 
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concepts being researched, whereas external validity refers to the analysis’ potential replicability, 

or the ability for other researchers to use the content analysis procedures (codebooks, 

dictionaries, protocols for message handling, etc) and representativeness of the analyzed sample 

to conduct future content analysis of the same of similar messages (Neuendorf, 2017).  

 Internal validity was established through “face validity”, or the extent to which a 

measure, “on the face of things” (Neuendorf, 2017 pg. 125), seems to represent the desired 

concept. While simple sounding, these face validity checks are very informative and take a what 

you see is what you get approach. Criterion validity will not be applied as there is no current 

recognized criteria in the field instead an external expert in the field of literacy will serve as a 

source of validating evidence for use in the study, through a review of the measures. Semantic 

validity was established by an external expert. This external expert holds a Ph.D. in the field of 

literacy as well as extensive practical knowledge and has research experience in the field. 

Kippendorf (2020) defines semantic validity as the extent to which the categories established by 

the researcher in a content analysis correspond and agree with the meanings of the texts within 

the chosen context of the research.  

 External validity was established through considering the representativeness of the 

sampled texts, the ecological, or true to life, validity of the content analysis measurement 

process, and through the full reportage of all content analysis procedures and protocols.  

 Reliability can be defined as the extent to which measuring procedures would yield 

consistent results upon subsequent analysis (Neuendorf, 2017). To establish reliability, the 

researcher selected a random sample of five texts from the articles that were included in the final 

analysis to be reanalyzed 14 days after the conclusion of the first analysis. Krippendorf’s α was 

used to test reliability and stability and was recorded for each variable. Krippendorf’s α attempts 
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to not only measure the level of observed agreement between coders, as other methods of 

reliability within content analysis have done (Krippendorf, 2019), but also to account for the 

amount of chance that might have caused agreement between coders (Antoine et al., 2014).    

According to Krippendorf (2019), Krippendorf’s α has its own standards for reporting; 

variables with reliabilities above α = .800 will be stable and reliable whereas variables with 

reliabilities between α = .667 and α = .800 will be used only for drawing tentative conclusions.  

Table 3.1 

Krippendorff’s α for Journal Articles  

 

Variables 

  

Kα 1-5 

  

Kα 1-3 

  

Kα 4-5 

Audience 1 1 1 

Methodology 1 1 1 

Grade Level .538 .287 1 

Content Area .470 .285 1 

Autonomy .689 .545 1 

Literacy 

Focus 

1 1 1 

TDistance .615 .485 1 

Systems .485 .285 .400 

Framework .000 .090 .000 
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The weakest areas in the first round of coding, according to Kalpha’s minimum reliability 

index were Grade Level, Content Area, Autonomy, Systems and Framework. Transactional 

distance was at the middling level of usable but not generalizable.  

 After the initial round of coding of the first two articles took place, discussions between 

coders were utilized to help determine where the breakdown in agreement took place.  

The Grade Level variable was adjusted to account for more just K-5, 6-12 or All. 

Included were a Not Applicable (N/A) code and a Professional Development code. Content Area 

was further defined to a primary content area of focus in the article. Transactional Distance 

indicated that the definition of the code was not fully appropriate and did not include examples 

of what constituted each of the four areas of Transactional Distance. Instructional Systems and 

Theoretical Framework also suffered from a lack of clarity in definition of the code. 

The second round of coding revealed higher instances of reliability through 

Krippendorff’s α in all variables except for Instructional Systems and Theoretical Framework. 

Through further discussion through coders, Instructional Systems was further defined to include 

further and specific examples of what could be expected for each systematic level of the article. 

Theoretical Framework, however, was still too broad of a category that required deep knowledge 

of the field. To that end, the variable was simplified to have only three codes of “explicit”, 

“implicit”, or none.    
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Limitations and Delimitations 

 A limitation to this study is the relative lack of generalizability of the results. Due to the 

nature of descriptive content analysis, most generalizations drawn from the findings need to be 

contained to simply the message, or literature, that was analyzed within the content analysis 

(Krippendorf, 2019). Additionally, generalization will be limited due to the smaller number of 

articles identified as the sample within this analysis.  

One delimitation regarding this study is time and scope. Due to the selected years of 

2000-2021, there might be articles left out of this analysis.  

 Another delimitation regarding this study is the fact that the sample for the content 

analysis will only drew from two research databases, ERIC and TRC. This eliminated potential 

articles that might not have been included in the ERIC and TRC databases. Even though those 

databases were selected for having the most extensive collections and journals, the highly 

nebulous and cross-disciplinary nature of the field means some articles could be left out of the 

body that the sample was drawn from.  

Summary 

 This study is a descriptive quantitative content analysis. The sample for the study was 

drawn from the ERIC and TRC research databases. Validity and reliability were determined 

through sematic and face validity checks and through the use Krippendorf’s α coefficient for 

each variable.   
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CHAPTER IV: FINDINGS 

 This chapter will detail the results of the data analysis conducted on the main study that 

tested for validity, frequency of coding categories and textual units, and to determine any 

underlying trends that might exist within the data. Descriptive statistics, such as frequency 

counts, means, and range were used to answer the research questions posited at the beginning of 

this study. Statistical analysis was run using IBM’s SPSS version 27. Frequency counts and 

cross-tabulations were used to identify potential trends within the coded articles.   

Reliability  

To test for reliability, the five articles utilized in the pilot study were re-coded after 14 

days to determine any changes in coding practices.  One article from the data pool (n = 59) was 

selected for every ten articles for a six-article sample. A further article was chosen at random to 

bring the total number of articles to seven. This, combined with the re-coding of the articles 

utilized within the pilot study, brought the total number of sampled articles to 12 or roughly 20% 

of the total data pool. Another coder was used to code these specific articles. This coder holds a 

Ph.D. in a field outside of literacy to approach the coding with as little outside knowledge as 

possible, other than the training undertaken in the methodology section. They also have a 

quantitative and content analysis background and have conducted content analysis research 

within their own field.  
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Krippendorf’s α (Kα) was used to determine relatability and validity of the coding 

categories (see table 4.1). As was discussed in chapter three, Krippendorf’s α seeks to determine 

reliability of the analysis not just through the statistical measurement of observed agreement 

between coders, but also seeks to factor in random variance in agreement between coders 

(Krippendorf, 2019). Krippendorf’s α also seeks to identify when coders agree but this 

agreement took place due to random chance rather than actual agreement (Krippendorf, 2019).   

Table 4.1  

 Krippendorf’s α 

 

Variables 

  

Kα 

  

Probability of failure to achieve an alpha of at least alphamin 

.800 

Intended Audience 1.00 0% 

Methodology .865 26.2% 

Grade Level 1.00 0% 

Content Area 1.00 0% 

Learner Autonomy .855 26.5% 

Literacy Focus .893 26.5% 

Transactional 

Distance 

.801 32.3% 

System Present .811 33% 

Theoretical 

Framework 

.879 25.7% 



                                                
  
   

43 

 

According to Krippendorf (2019), a Kα of 1.0 indicated perfect reliability between 

coders, a reliability greater than .800 is a strong correlation of reliability and the results can be 

used to generalize, a Kα between .67 and .8, is a weaker correlation and thus researchers should 

be hesitant to generalize from these findings and anything less than .67 is weak to no correlation 

and at this point the researcher should return to their methods and codebooks to determine where 

the breakdown in correlation is located.  

 However, for the purpose of this study, all variables showed strong reliability according 

to Kα. Further, SPSS was utilized to bootstrap, or statistically extrapolate the findings of Kα, to a 

sample of 10,000 and find the percentage chance that the variable would not reach an alphamin 

of at least .800 (Hayes & Krippendorf, 2007). 

 As Table 4.1 shows, Krippendorf’s α found perfect reliability in the variables of intended 

audience, grade level, and content area. Methodology reported a Kα of .865, theoretical 

framework reported a Kα of .879, literacy instructional focus reported a Kα of .893, learner 

autonomy reported a Kα of .855, transactional distance reported a Kα of .801, and systems 

present reported a Kα of .811.  See Appendix D for further information of the statistical tests 

performed on each variable.  

Research Question 1 – What are some of the trends that have developed and evolved in the 

research on distance, online literacy instruction from 2000-2021? 

 To address research question one, each article in this study was coded using several 

variables that might account for trends in online literacy learning, based on existing research. 

Items such as transactional distance; intended audience; systems present; and content area were 

used in coding these articles.  
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In the sample of articles analyzed, articles intended for academic audiences (76.3%) 

vastly outnumber the articles intended for practitioners (23.7%) and one trend (see Table 4.2 and 

Figure 4.1) that has developed over the course of the 21 years that this content analysis took 

place is that while articles intended for academia have been prevalent throughout the timespan of 

the analysis (the earliest article being identified in 2004), articles intended for practitioners did 

not begin to become prevalent until 2014, with only one article being present in 2010. The 

largest number of articles intended for practitioners was in 2021 with an n of 7. However, 2021 

also had the largest number of articles intended for academia with an n of 10.  

Along with audience, the articles were also coded with the grade band specified within 

the article. Kindergarten through fifth grade comprised 30.5% of the articles, 33.9% with the 

secondary or 6-12 level, 27.1% with both elementary and secondary, 1.7% with teacher or 

professional development, and 6.8% dealt with all levels of education.  
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Figure 4.1 

Articles by Intended Audience  
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Table 4.2 

Intended Audience by Year of Publication 

 

Audience 

Total Research Practioner 

Year of Publication 2004 1 0 1 

2005 1 0 1 

2007 2 0 2 

2009 2 0 2 

2010 2 1 3 

2011 2 0 2 

2012 4 0 4 

2014 1 2 3 

2015 3 0 3 

2016 4 2 6 

2017 4 1 5 

2018 4 0 4 

2019 3 0 3 

2020 2 1 3 

2021 10 7 17 

Total 45 14 59 
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As Table 4.3 shows, methodologically, 22% of the articles did not have any specified 

methodology. Of the articles specifying a methodology, 40.7% were quantitative and 32.2% 

were qualitative, a further 5.1% utilized a mixed methodology of both quantitative and 

qualitative methods.  

Table 4.3 

Methodology of Articles 

 

 N % 

None 13 22.0% 

Quantitative 24 40.7% 

Qualitative 19 32.2% 

Mixed 3 5.1% 

 

Only 11.9% of the articles had an explicit theoretical framework, with 35.6% of articles 

having no theoretical framework and over half of the articles had an implicit theoretical 

framework. Implicit theoretical frameworks were coded as such when it was obvious that the 

research had theoretical underpinnings but did not explicitly address these underpinnings in the 

article. For example, in the article “Reimagining Writing Instruction during Pandemic Times: A 

First Grade Teacher’s Journey into Creating a Digital Writing Workshop”, by Lowenstien et al., 

(2021), the article mentions “new definitions for literacy emerged, including new and multiple 

literacies” (p. 14), but does not explicitly mention the theoretical definitions utilized by New 

Literacy Theory.   
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Most of the articles (71.2%) were coded as having a Reading content area focus. Those 

articles than had no clear content area focus made up 8.5% of the articles while the remaining 

articles focused on English Language Learners (6.8%), Social Studies (5.1%), Math (5.1%), and 

Science (3.4%).  

Learner autonomy is an important metric in distance and online education. Learner 

autonomy refers to the extent to which the student has autonomy in various aspects of their 

educational experiences: goal setting, execution, and evaluation (Moore 1972, 2012). In creating 

codes for this, each domain of learner autonomy (goal setting, execution, and evaluation), was 

assigned a letter or either N or A. So, for full learner autonomy, or a student being autonomous 

in goal setting, execution, and evaluation, the code would be AAA. At the opposite end of the 

spectrum, where a student has no autonomy in goal setting, execution, and evaluation, the code 

would be NNN.  

Regarding the coded category of Learner Autonomy (see Table 4.4), over half of the 

articles (55.9%) that were included in this study, did not address the autonomy of the learners. Of 

those that did address learner autonomy in some way, 32.2% were coded as no autonomy in goal 

setting, execution, or evaluation (NNN). The second most coded category (8.5%) was NAN, or 

student autonomy in execution but not goal setting or evaluation. Finally, AAN (autonomy in 

both goal and execution) and NNA (autonomy in evaluation only) both were represented in only 

one article each (or 1.7% of the sample).  
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Table 4.4 

Learner Autonomy 

 N % 

Not Addressed 33 55.9% 

AAN 1 1.7% 

NAN 5 8.5% 

NNA 1 1.7% 

NNN 19 32.2% 

 

Along with learner autonomy, transactional distance (Table 4.5) is another key concept 

for online education that was analyzed for in the articles. Transactional distance as a concept is 

the theoretical distance between the learner and four domains: teacher, content, technology, and 

other learners (Moore, 2012, Paul et al., 2015). In coding this concept, the most frequent 

occurrence of transactional distance domains in the articles were “student to student and student 

to teacher” as present in 32.2% of the articles. The second most coded concept for transactional 

distance was “All”, or when student to teacher, student to content, student to technology, and 

student to student were all present within the article, at 23.7%. “Student to teacher, student to 

content, and student to technology” was identified in 11.9% of articles, whereas 10.2% were 

coded as just “student to content.” A further 3.4% were identified as “student to content, student 

to student, and student to technology,” 1.7% were identified as “student to teacher and student to 

content” and 1.7% were identified as “student to teacher, student to student, and student to 

technology.” However, 15.3% of articles did not identify transactional distance in any way.  
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Table 4.5 

Transactional Distance 

 N % 

N/A 9 15.3% 

Student to content 6 10.2% 

Student to teacher and student to content 1 1.7% 

Student to content and student to technology 19 32.2% 

Student to teacher, student to content, and student to technology 7 11.9% 

Student to content, student to student, student to technology 2 3.4% 

Student to teacher, student to student, student to technology 1 1.7% 

All 14 23.7% 

 

Another area that was analyzed for in the articles was the presence, or lack thereof, of the 

seven systems that comprise online learning. These seven systems are: hardware, software, 

telecommunications, instructional, educational, societal, and global. Theoretically, all systems 

should be present if online learning is going to be successful (Saba,2012), the identification and 

analysis of these systems found that not all systems were explicitly present in all of the articles. 

The most coded system were instructional systems at 93.2% of articles explicitly discussing 

instructional systems in some way. The least common system explicitly present within the 

articles was the global system which was present in only 13.6%, or 8 articles. Hardware systems 

were present in roughly half of the articles or 52.5%, software systems were present in 61% of 

articles, Telecommunications systems were present in 57.6% of the articles, Educational Systems 

were present in 54.2% of the articles, and Societal Systems were present in 33.9% of the articles.  
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Research Question 2 – What are some of the contextual occurrences that might account for 

increases in online literacy learning?  

As can be seen in Table 4.6, publication of articles relating to online literacy learning 

remained relatively sporadic throughout the date range of this content analysis. However, one of 

the largest contextual occurrences for online literacy learning articles seems to be the resulting 

lockdowns and closures of schools related to COVID-19 in 2020. 2020 itself only had three 

articles that were included in the final sample of articles coded, while 2021 had nearly 29% of 

the total articles.  

Table 4.6 

Year of Publication 

 N % 

2004 1 1.7% 

2005 1 1.7% 

2007 2 3.4% 

2009 2 3.4% 

2010 3 5.1% 

2011 2 3.4% 

2012 4 6.8% 

2014 3 5.1% 

2015 3 5.1% 

2016 6 10.2% 

2017 5 8.5% 

2018 4 6.8% 



                                                
  
   

52 

 

2019 3 5.1% 

2020 3 5.1% 

2021 17 28.8% 

 

Research Question 3 – What are some of the similarities and differences in the research 

geared toward practitioners and the research geared toward academics?   

 To answer this question, cross-tabulations of the variables were run using the intended 

audience of the article as a dependent variable. Each intended audience variable was cross-

tabulated with methodology, learner autonomy, transactional distance, systems present, content 

area, and literacy instructional focus.  

 Articles for research had much more methodological variation than articles for 

practitioners (see Table 4.7). In fact, of the 14 practitioner articles, only three had any 

methodology and the three practitioner articles were all qualitative.  

Table 4.7 

Audience and Methodology  

 

Methodology 

Total None Quantitative Qualitative Mixed 

Audience Research 2 24 16 3 45 

Practitioner 11 0 3 0 14 

Total 13 24 19 3 59 

  

 Research articles were evenly spread out among grade levels, with 12 at the primary 

level, 18 at the secondary level and 12 at the K-12 level, whereas the practitioner articles had a 
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higher number of articles (n=6) that focused on the primary grade levels. Only two practitioner 

articles were focused on the 6-12 secondary level of education and only four addressed all levels 

of education from K-12.  

Table 4.8 

Audience and Grade Band 

 

Grade Band 

Total Elementary Secondary K-12 

Professional 

Development All 

Audience Research 12 18 12 1 2 45 

Practitioner 6 2 4 0 2 14 

Total 18 20 16 1 4 59 

 

 Reading was the most frequently occurring content area for both research (n = 31) and 

practitioner (n = 11) articles. Articles intended for academic audiences had multiple content areas 

present. English Language Learning was present in four of the academic articles, along with two 

science and two social studies focused articles.  

 Practitioner articles on the other hand, remained focused on Reading as a content area, 

with only two articles being identified as having no specific content area focus and being 

generalized for all content areas and one article specifically focusing on social studies.  

The academic articles had a wider variety of content areas present than did the 

practitioner articles (see Table 4.9). 

Table 4.9 

Content Area by Intended Audience  
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Content Area 

Total Reading Science 

Social 

Studies ELL Math All 

 Research 31 2 2 4 3 3 45 

Practitioner 11 0 1 0 0 2 14 

Total 42 2 3 4 3 5 59 

 

 One of the biggest differences in articles intended for academics and teacher educators 

versus those articles intended for practitioners is how the concept of learner autonomy was 

presented in these articles. As can be seen in Table 4.10 articles intended for the practitioner did 

not include much information regarding Learner Autonomy. Only one article was identified as 

having Learner Autonomy present as a concept and that Learner Autonomy was NAN 

(autonomy in execution only) and the other 13 articles were coded as not addressing Learner 

Autonomy in some way. Meanwhile, articles intended for academics were much more robust 

across categories within Learner Autonomy. Nearly half of the articles intended for academics 

was still N/A and the highest incidence of Learner Autonomy identified were cases where the 

student had no Learner Autonomy in goal setting, execution, or evaluation (NNN). However, 

there were also four instances of autonomy in execution (NAN), and one instance autonomy in 

goal setting and execution, but no autonomy in evaluation of (AAN) and one instance of no 

autonomy in goal setting and execution, but autonomy in evaluation (NNA).  

Table 4.10 
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Learner Autonomy by Intended Audience 

 

Learner Autonomy 

Total N/A AAN NAN NNA NNN 

Audience Research 20 1 4 1 19 45 

Practitioner 13 0 1 0 0 14 

Total 33 1 5 1 19 59 

 

 A final area that was important to the question of some of the differences between articles 

intended for academics and teacher educators and those articles intended for practitioners was 

the area of transactional distance (see Table 4.11). As was already addressed earlier in this 

chapter and in chapter two, transactional distance is a very important concept in distance and 

online instruction in that it determines how much structure and freedom the student has in regard 

to four categories: the content, the teacher, other students, and the technology utilized in the 

distance education (Paul et al., 2015).  

 In articles intended for practitioners, 78.6% of articles coded as having transactional 

distance present in some form and in articles intended for academics 86.7% were coded as 

having some form of transactional distance. For practitioner articles, the most common coded 

transactional distance was “All” or when student to content, student to teacher, student to 

student, and student to technology, were all present within the article. The next highest coded 

instance was “student to content and student to technology” with three articles and finally 

“student to content” with just one article.  

 Articles intended for academics and with instances of transactional distance were more 

common, but there were also far more articles intended for academics. The highest instance was 
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“student to content and student to technology” with 16 articles. The next highest domains were 

“All” with seven and “student to teacher, student to content, and student to technology” with 

seven. “Student to content” had five articles identified and “student to content, student to student, 

and student to technology” had two instances each. Finally, “student to teacher and student to 

content” and “student to teacher, student to student, and student to technology” both had one 

instance each.  

 “Student to technology” in academic audiences accounted for 73.3% of articles and 

accounted for 71.4% in practitioner articles. Student to content was present in 84.4% academic 

audiences, while “student to content” was present in 78.6%. of articles intended for practitioners. 

“Student to teacher” was present in 35.6% of academic intended articles and 50% of practitioner 

articles. Finally, “student to student” was present in 22.2% of articles for academics and present 

in 50% of the articles intended for practitioners. 

 As for some of the domains of transactional distance individually, “student to content” 

was most common, being present in 84.4% of the articles intended for academic audiences, 

versus 78.6% in those articles intended for practitioners. “Student to technology” was the second 

most coded instance in articles intended for academic audiences at 73.3% and 71.4% for 

practitioner focused articles. “Student to teacher” was present in just 35.6% of articles intended 

for academics and in 50% of articles intended for practitioners. While “student to student” 

represented the lowest number of academic articles at just 22.2% of the articles analyzed, 50% of 

the articles intended for practitioners were identified as addressing this construct.  

Table 4.11 

Transactional Distance and Intended Audience  

 Audience Total 
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Research Practitioner 

Transactional Distance N/A 6 3 9 

Student to content 5 1 6 

Student to teacher and 

student to content 

1 0 1 

Student to content and 

student to technology 

16 3 19 

Student to teacher, student 

to content, and student to 

technology 

7 0 7 

Student to content, student 

to student, student to 

technology 

2 0 2 

Student to teacher, student 

to student, student to 

technology 

1 0 1 

All 7 7 14 

Total 45 14 59 

 

 The systems that were explicitly identified within the articles helped highlight some of 

the differences and similarities between articles intended for academics and researchers and 

articles for practitioners. As was discussed earlier in this chapter and in Chapter II of this study, 
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there are seven systems that comprise any distance, online instruction, and education (Saba, 

2012); hardware, software, telecommunications, instructional, educational, societal, and global.  

Table 4.12 

Systems Present by Intended Audience 

 

Audience  

Academic Practitioner 

Systems Present  

(As a percentage) 

Hardware 55.6 % 42.9% 

Software 62.2% 57.1% 

Telecommunications 62.2% 42.9% 

Instructional 91.1% 100% 

Educational 57.8% 42.9% 

Societal  40% 14.3% 

Global 17.8% 0% 

 

Hardware systems were present in 55.6% of academic articles and in 42.9% of articles 

identified as those intended for practitioners. Software systems were present in 62.2% of 

academic articles and 57.1% of practitioner articles. Telecommunications was also present in 

62.2% of academic articles and 42.9% of articles intended for practitioners. Instructional 

systems, far and away the most present code in all articles, was present in 91.1% of articles for 

academics and 100% of articles for practitioners. Educational systems were present in 57.8% of 

research articles and 42.9% of practitioner articles. Societal systems were present in 40% of 
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articles intended for academics and 14.3% of articles intended for practitioners. And finally, 

Global Systems were the least accounted for system for both academic and practitioner articles at 

just 17.8% of academic articles and not appearing at all in any of the practitioner articles.  

 A final comparison between articles intended for academics and articles intended for 

practitioners was in literacy instructional focus. As stated earlier in the chapter, each article was 

identified as having a specific focus on the major literacy instructional areas: phonics, phonemic 

awareness, fluency, vocabulary, and writing. A crosstabulation was run to determine some of the 

similarities and differences regarding these areas for academic and practitioner focused journal 

articles. 

Table 4.13 

Literacy Instructional Focus and Intended Audience 

 

Audience 

Total Research Practitioner 

Literacy Instructional Focus N/A 5 0 5 

Comprehension 25 6 31 

Vocabulary 2 1 3 

Fluency 1 0 1 

Phonemic Awareness 1 0 1 

Writing 6 1 7 

Reading comprehension 

and vocabulary 

0 3 3 

Reading comprehension 

and writing 

0 1 1 
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Fluency and Vocabulary 1 0 1 

Comprehension, 

Vocabulary, and Fluency 

1 2 3 

Comprehension, 

Vocabulary, Fluency, 

Phonics 

1 0 1 

Reading Comprehension, 

Vocabulary, Writing 

1 0 1 

Reading Comprehension, 

vocabulary, phonics, 

writing 

1 0 1 

Total 45 14 59 

 

 As can be seen in Table 4.14, the most identified literacy instructional focus based on 

both research and practitioner was comprehension with 55.6% of articles for academics focusing 

solely on comprehension, however, once those domains that included more than one instructional 

focus are included, comprehension appears in 64.4% of articles intended for academics.  On the 

practitioner side of things, articles that focused solely on comprehension comprised 42.9% or 

articles and 85.7% of the articles when comprehension with other instructional focus areas are 

added.   

 Another point of difference between the two is that only five, or roughly 11%, of the 

articles intended for academic audiences did not address any specific literacy instructional area, 
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whereas all the articles intended for practitioners addressed a literacy instructional focus area in 

some way.  

Summary 

 This chapter addressed the results of the descriptive content analysis of the journal 

articles utilized in this study. Data were coded and quantitatively analyzed utilizing SPSS version 

27. Reliability of coding categories were established using Krippendorf’s Alpha to determine at 

what level the results of coding categories could be generalized. Descriptive statistics were used 

to answer Research Questions One, Two, and Three.  

Results in question one indicated that articles intended for academics outweighed those for 

practitioners at 76.3% versus 23.7%. Question two showed that 2021 had the largest number of 

articles for any one year with 29% of the article being published. Question three utilized cross 

tabulations to show many differences and similarities between articles intended for academics 

and articles intended for practitioners. Some differences were the ways in which the various 

articles addressed and were coded for student autonomy, transactional distance, and literacy 

instructional focus areas. 
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this descriptive, quantitative content analysis was to describe the extent to 

which online literacy instruction, specifically at the K-12 level, has grown and changed over the 

past two decades. This chapter includes a summary of the findings of chapter four and a 

discussion of the major findings of the content analysis as it relates to peer reviewed journal 

articles from 2000-2021, as well as implications for both theory and practice within the field. 

This chapter will conclude with a discussion of some of the limitations of this study, as well as 

needed future directions  

 Chapter five contains discussion and future research possibilities to help answer the three 

research questions that guided this study: 1) What are some of the trends that have developed and 

evolved in the research for online literacy instruction from 2000-2021; 2) What are some of the 

contextual occurrences that might account for increases in online literacy learning; and 3) What 

are some of the similarities and differences in the research geared towards practitioners and the 

research geared for academics and teacher educators? 

 Online instruction pulls from many different fields and theories of education, just as in-

person instruction does. However, theories of transactional distance and systems theory (Moore, 

2012, Saba, 2012) are unique to the field of online instruction and need to be considered when 

conducting research and practice in online instruction. The study used these theoretical 

frameworks to develop a priori codes within the content analysis. Also coded were the grade 

band each article targeted, year of publication, content area addressed, theoretical framework 

addressed in each article, methodology utilized, level of learner autonomy, as well as the literacy 

instructional focus area(s).   
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Summary of Findings 

 The fifty-nine articles analyzed as part of this descriptive content analysis into online 

literacy instruction revealed a field that is with many theoretical inconsistencies and missed steps 

on what truly constitutes online, literacy learning.  

 As discussed in chapter two, online, literacy learning derives its theoretical foundations 

not as much from in-person learning as it does from distance, correspondence learning (Moore, 

2012). The key foundations of distance learning are transactional distance and systems theory 

(Moore, 2012, Saba, 2012). These two theoretical frameworks provide the basis for distance 

learning, of which online, literacy learning is a part.  

 The two databases from which the articles were pulled, ERIC and TRC, provided a wide 

range of articles for the content analysis. The number of articles was not particularly high, with a 

total n of 59, this is not entirely surprising as the field of online, literacy learning is itself a 

conjunction of two separate fields: online learning and literacy learning. Literacy learning is a 

well-defined field that enjoys many years of research and theoretical foundations with many 

offshoots into other disciplines and subfields, distance, online learning is still a new and 

relatively small field. However, despite the relatively small joining of these two fields into 

something new, online literacy instruction is an important field.  

 Online instruction grew in interest when schools shuttered due to the 2020 COVID-19 

pandemic. What had once been a niche form of instructional delivery mainly utilized by those 

who did not fit into the traditional paradigm of face-to-face instruction, suddenly became the 

primary mode of instruction for millions of children enrolled in public, charter, and private 

schools. COVID-19 has been one of the major contextual occurrences that seemed to help drive 
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the literature in the field of online, literacy learning with over a third of all articles sampled 

within this content analysis coming from the 2020-2021 years.  

The pandemic era did not lend itself well to online learning in general and fared worse in 

literacy instruction (Carillo & Flores, 2020, Dorn et al., 2020a, Dorn et al., 2020b). One reason 

may be that instruction during the COVID-19 pandemic was not true online learning. It was 

instead a form of educational survival as teachers and students found themselves thrust into a 

new mode of teaching and learning for which they were ill prepared. 

This descriptive content analysis found that the field of online, literacy instruction was 

just as splintered as the results of the COVID-19 pandemic teaching showed.  Online, distance 

learning has several domains that are not apparent when viewed through the theoretical lens of 

in-person pedagogy and instruction. Online literacy instruction is not just in-person instruction 

conducted through a computer screen. Instructors within online instruction not only need to 

consider their lesson for the day. They also need to consider the technological abilities of their 

students, their own technological abilities, and their ability to resolve technological problems 

when they arise. Additionally, the technological infrastructure of the town and district in which 

they live and work, the environment in which their students work and the levels of autonomous 

work that their students can perform must all be considered.  

Key to the pedagogy of online, literacy instruction are the concepts of transactional 

distance and systems theory (Moore, 2012, Saba, 2012). This content analysis found that neither 

articles intended for academics nor articles intended for practitioners had positioned themselves 

within these theoretical frameworks that are necessary for online, literacy instruction to be 

successful. In fact, few of the articles explicitly positioned themselves within theoretical 

frameworks at all. This might be expected within practitioner articles which are more concerned 
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with the day-to-day practices of instruction, for so many academic articles to be lacking proper 

theoretical frameworks to properly understand online, literacy learning is concerning.  

Without a strong, consistent, theoretical framework within the articles, the pedagogy of 

many of the articles analyzed within this content analysis lacks the key concepts of transactional 

distance and system theory. When those concepts are not being addressed, the type of learning is 

no longer online instruction, and as can be seen in the results of COVID-19’s forced online 

learning, this kind of literacy learning does not lend itself well to student success (Dorn et al., 

2020b).  

As was discussed in chapter two of this study, transactional distance is a construct of the 

relationship between three main variables: dialogue, structure, and student autonomy. Dialogue 

and structure were analyzed as a dual construct and could be identified and analyzed in most of 

the articles present, student autonomy, which was analyzed independently, was present far less 

often and was not an important consideration in many of the articles analyzed within this study.  

This has grave implications for the field of online, literacy learning since it is student 

autonomy that determines the degree to which the other two variables, dialogue, and structure, 

are present within the learning environment. Much like the hypotenuse of a triangle, student 

autonomy determines the length and degree of the other two sides of the triangle, in this case 

dialogue and structure. However, the articles analyzed in this study were only able to identify 

student autonomy within less than half of the articles and student autonomy other than no 

autonomy at all was only identified in less than twelve percent of the articles.  

Again, this seems to be another instance of in-person learning practices and pedagogies 

being transposed onto online, literacy learning. Dialogue and structure are present in all forms of 

instruction (Moore, 2012), whether in-person or online. In an in-person classroom dialogue 
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between the teacher and the student and between the students is nearly constant, and structure is 

provided both physically by the layout of the room, and mentally through the pacing of the 

lesson and the usage of books and pens and papers and technologies to assist the student in their 

learning endeavors. However, student autonomy becomes less of a pressing issue when 

conducting in-person learning as the instructor is directly accessible for questions, or to 

encourage the student if they become distracted or unmotivated. In other words, because 

dialogue is so high and near instantaneous in an in-person classroom, the construct of student 

autonomy becomes far less important, as does that of the structure of the learning environment.  

In a distance, online learning scenarios however, the instructor is not always directly 

present, and depending on whether the course is synchronous or asynchronous, the students 

access to the instructor might be very limited. Thus, a student’s autonomous behaviors to access 

resources, resolve conflicts, identify proper pacing to meet learning goals, and self-evaluation of 

goal meeting all become vitally important as does the structure in which the student is working 

(Moore, 2012).  

When compared with one another, the disconnect between theory and practice becomes 

even more apparent. Articles intended for academics, those who work in academia and are 

primarily concerned with research and teacher preparation, did have a stronger theoretical basis 

than did the articles intended for practitioners, these theoretical underpinnings were still weak 

when considered in the light of online, literacy learning. Mentions of the theories that drive 

online learning were sparse as were mentions of the historical underpinnings online instruction 

has within the distance education field.   

Also, it became apparent through the content analysis that articles intended for academics 

were focusing largely on one section of K-12 and the articles intended for practitioners were 
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focusing on another section of K-12 entirely. As it is hoped that theory would drive practice, it is 

concerning that most of the articles intended for academics and theory generation focused on the 

secondary level whereas many of the articles intended for practitioners focused on the 

elementary level. There was some overlap between the two audiences, but it seems that those 

who are responsible for the generation of new theories and applications of theory are focusing on 

one end of the age spectrum, while those who are responsible for the implementation of those 

theories and best practices are focusing on the other end of the spectrum.  

This becomes further concerning when attention is again turned towards the construct of 

student autonomy and how it was present within the different articles intended for each audience. 

As was discussed earlier within this dissertation, student autonomy is highly influenced by the 

grade level of the student within the learning environment. Students with high levels of 

autonomy can determine how to find and allocate different resources to assist them in obtaining 

their learning goals, having the proper levels of time management to implement those goals, and 

self-evaluate themselves on whether they are obtaining those goals. Elementary aged students are 

not going to be able to handle as much autonomy as students in middle school or high school. 

Although autonomy can be taught, elementary aged students will still require more assistance 

from the instructor and thus much higher levels of dialogue. As the dialogue would be higher in 

these learning experiences, the need for structure would be lower and thus there would be less 

transactional distance between student and teacher.  

Articles intended for practitioners focused heavily on elementary aged students. These 

same articles fell behind articles intended for academics in identifying and discussing the levels 

of student autonomy. Furthermore, structural, transactional distance domains, or those dealing 

with students’ interactions with content and with technology, were more heavily identified 
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within both articles intended for academics and articles intended for practitioners. As discussed 

earlier, when structure is higher within the online literacy learning environment there is going to 

be more student autonomy within the learning environment. As many of the articles intended for 

both practitioners and academic focused on structure as the main domain of transactional 

distance, this would indicate that the students’ autonomous behaviors would be quite high. 

However, this is a problem since proper amounts of student autonomy is based on each student 

individually and is highly subjective. An environment with high levels of student autonomy 

might be beneficial for one student who does not need the dialogue but will be detrimental to 

another.   

Elementary aged students require dialogue with their instructors and with one another, 

especially in literacy learning. As has been documented in much research (Nichols et al., 2005, 

Vasquez & Slocum, 2012), the “learning to read” years are pivotal to the future success of 

students in school once they transition to “reading to learn” and reading within a variety of 

different content areas. Articles that focus on elementary aged students that are influenced by 

good distance, online and literacy theory would be expected to have higher focuses on the 

dialogic domains of transactional distance and lower levels of student autonomy, however, that 

was not what this content analysis found. Instead, this content analysis found that when it came 

to structural domains and student autonomy, the articles for academics, which largely focused on 

older students, and articles for practitioners, which largely focused on younger students, were 

similar in their handling of these constructs. Articles intended for both audiences had much 

higher instances of “student to content” and “student to technology” transactional distance 

domains, or those related to the structure of the learning environment.  



                                                
  
   

69 

 

Another area of concern, especially regarding the elementary level articles, is that there 

was very little focus on phonics and phonemic awareness across all articles. The highest 

recorded instance of literacy instructional focus was comprehension, as might be expected with 

upper elementary, middle, and high school students, there are other areas that are considered 

vital to high quality literacy instruction. Especially at the lower level, “learning to read” phase of 

a student’s instruction in literacy. Paramount among those areas for younger students who are 

“learning to read” are phonics and phonemic awareness. These two areas provide the foundation 

upon which all other literacy instruction is based (Nichols et al., 2005). They were only present 

in two academic articles and were not present in any practitioner articles. Again, articles for 

academics and articles for practitioners seem to be focusing on areas that do not match up with 

good theory and practice within online literacy learning for different ages and ability levels.  

From a systems theory perspective, both articles intended for academics and articles 

intended for practitioners take a myopic view of the systems that are present within online 

literacy learning. There is a heavy focus on the instructional systems within an online learning 

environment, as would be expected. In fact, none of the articles for practitioners neglected this 

system and over 90% of the articles for academics discussed it in some way. And as the 

instructional system is the system in which direct learning and instruction takes place, it should 

be focused on heavily.  

However, systems theory holds that all components of the system are important, and all 

components of the system interact with one another interdependently (Saba, 2012). And the more 

complicated a system is, the more it is reliant upon and influenced by its various components. 

For example, in an in-person literacy classroom, if the hardware system (the computers and 

projectors in the room) suddenly begin to fail, the teacher can transition to lower technology 
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options, such as a white board or pen and paper. However, in a distance, online literacy learning 

environment that hardware system becomes vital to the learning process and if it begins to fail, 

there is no recovery. The hardware and software are just as important in a distance, online 

literacy learning environment as is the building in which an in-person class takes place. If there 

are issues within the telecommunications system within an online learning environment it is 

equivalent to there being a problem with the electricity at an in-person school.  

Even higher-level systems such as educational, societal, and global systems can have 

severe impacts upon online literacy learning. For example, the educational system is the 

collection of courses and ideas that form a discipline and is usually determined by an academic 

department or the training division of a government agency (Saba, 2012). The very system that 

articles intended for academics arose out of is the educational system, and it is only present 

within roughly half of the articles. Societal and global systems largely account for the funding 

and expansion of various technologies and telecommunications infrastructure that help make 

online literacy learning a possibility. Those systems were not often considered or discussed in 

over half of the literature works analyzed in this study. And according to research by Dorn et al. 

(2020b), this is having an impact on those communities who most benefit from the continued 

expansion of technologies and communications. That is, lower socio-economic and communities 

of color are the ones being most negatively impacted by the loss of learning being brought about 

due to the mandatory nature of online learning due to COVID-19 in the previous two years.  

Online literacy learning has the potential to transform literacy learning in education. The 

ability to maintain scope and sequence of instruction in the case of a large-scale emergency such 

as the COVID-19 pandemic, or even smaller, regionalized, and localized emergencies such as 

hurricanes, forest fires, or just plain bad weather days, is something that can provide educators 
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and policymakers with other avenues other than simply closing down school. Further, as it 

always has, online literacy learning can provide additional educational resources and 

opportunities to those students who, for whatever reason are not getting their educational needs 

fulfilled in a traditional face-to-face learning environment.  

However, as it stands, the splintered nature of online literacy learning makes it difficult to 

find a way forward. As current events are illuminating (Dorn et al, 2020b), simply transposing 

good practices for face-to-face learning onto online learning environments is not a recipe for 

success. Online literacy learning will need to find its place within both the literature and theory 

of distance, online learning and literacy learning as a subfield of both. The rest of this chapter 

will be a discussion on some of the implications for theory and practice brought about through 

this content analysis, as well as future directions for further research into this blossoming field.  

Implications of Findings 

As a descriptive content analysis, this study sought to determine what some of the trends 

and patterns are, and have been, when it comes to online literacy learning. This section of 

chapter five will detail some of the implications for theory and practice that have arisen from the 

content analysis.  

For Theory 

Theory for online learning is one that is rife with misunderstandings and a confusion 

under which field it falls. Online learning is widely held to be an extension of distance education 

by those scholars who write in the field (Barbour, 2012, Black 2012, Toppin and Toppin, 2016, 

Abrego & Pankake, 2010). Yet because of the highly nebulous nature of the field, it often is 

subsumed within other fields, including the fields of curriculum, instruction, and literacy 
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learning, that can dilute the theoretical underpinnings of the research and context being 

conducted.   

The lack of theoretical consistency within the literature has implications for the field 

since a lack of theoretical consistency can cause dilution of, or misconceptions on the research 

being conducted within that field.  

According to Moore (2012), transactional distance is a measure of the dialogue in an 

online learning environment and the structure in an online learning environment with the amount 

of student autonomous behaviors. As structure increases, dialogue decreases, and the 

transactional distance is lengthened, and students become more autonomous. The results of this 

content analysis would seem to show that much of the transactional distance is focused on 

structure which would mean that the levels of transactional distances within the research are 

quite high and that levels of dialogic domains are low. However, as the research covers both 

lower and upper grades within K-12 education, the current research that is generating theory 

within online literacy learning is primarily favoring upper grades.  

A disconnect between the literature intended for academic audiences and practitioner 

audiences ties directly into another concept that which has key implications for the theory of 

online literacy learning which is student autonomy.  Student autonomy as a concept is the level 

of autonomy that a student can be expected to have while working their way through an 

instructional program. As was discussed earlier in the study, there are three main categories to 

codifying student autonomy: goal setting, execution, and evaluation. However, as student 

autonomy increases, it can be expected that there are higher levels of structure within the course 

work and thus a high transactional distance. For example, when a course is fully asynchronous 
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with little dialogue between the student and instructor, or between the student and other students, 

one would expect to be high amounts of student autonomy.  

Further it would be expected that as the grade levels of the students rise, their levels of 

autonomy would also rise. However, this content analysis found that there were low amounts of 

student autonomy when it was addressed at all. Theoretically, this should translate to low 

transactional distance where there are high levels of dialogue between the student and the teacher 

and perhaps the student to other students. This disparity indicates that there are some issues 

within the theory, or lack of theoretical framework, that is driving much of the research into 

online, literacy learning.  

Another implication for systems theory that underpins online literacy learning is that 

there were very few instances of higher-level systems being explicitly addressed and discussed in 

the journal articles that were included within the study. As was discussed earlier in this chapter, 

the most coded systems for the articles were those that dealt directly with the instruction at the 

campus level.  

The academic based articles had higher instances than the practitioner articles did of 

coding of systems like societal and global, those percentages were still less than half. A key tenet 

of systems theory is that every part of the system has an interdependent effect upon the system 

and that without one section of that system, the whole system will begin to break down. There is 

a decided lack of investigation and acknowledgement of these parts of the system that seem 

furthest from the classroom, yet still have impacts upon the instruction that is taking place within 

that classroom.  

There are many theories (Black, 2012, Moore, 2012, Saba, 2012) that drive effective 

online instruction and many theories that drive effective literacy learning (Nichols et al., 2005). 
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However, in the cross section where these two fields overlap there seems to be a lack of 

theoretical consistency.  

For Practice  

 This descriptive content analysis sought to delineate some of the differences and 

similarities between articles intended for academic, heavy on theoretical underpinnings, and 

articles intended for practitioners, with a heavy focus on practical application of theory, there are 

several implications for practice that have arisen.  

 One such implication is a general failure to address learner autonomy that was identified 

within the practitioner articles. Learner autonomy was only addressed once in the fourteen 

articles identified as being addressed to practitioners. This lack of addressing learner autonomy 

has large implications for the practice of online, literacy learning. The autonomy of the student is 

one of paramount importance in online learning and is tied directly into the transactional distance 

between the student and their learning environment. The higher the student autonomy, the higher 

the structure of the learning environment, the less dialogue taking place between student and 

instructor, and the higher the transactional distance.  

 If articles being published for practitioners are not touching on that autonomy and 

instead are treating students in an online learning environment as they are treated in an in-person 

learning environment there are going to be great implications for the quality of the learning that 

the student will be able to obtain. It is also going to have implications for the design of the 

literacy learning environment in which those students are learning.  

 In addition to the lack of learner autonomy within practitioner articles, there needs to be 

greater investigation into the differences in learner autonomy according to grade level. The 

practitioner articles focused more heavily on the kindergarten through fifth grade levels of online 
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literacy instruction, there should be focus on the upper grades (sixth through twelfth grade) as 

well. Additionally, there needs to be more research done specifically addressing the differing 

amounts of student autonomy at those levels.  

As was discussed in chapter two and earlier in this chapter, student autonomy should 

match the needs and interests of the students being served by the educational framework (Moore, 

2012). Therefore, at the lower grades there should be investigations into the levels of student 

autonomy and if students are being given too much autonomy at that level. Similarly, students at 

the upper levels of education, middle and high school, should be given more autonomy as they 

become more autonomous learners.   

 Another implication for practice, is that there needs to be a greater focus on the other 

systems that make up online learning. As was discussed earlier in this chapter, the systems 

within online literacy learning are very interdependent upon one another. An issue in one system, 

such as telecommunication, can have devastating impacts upon the instructional system. Every 

article intended for practitioners focused on instructional systems, no other system was present in 

more than 50% of the practitioner articles. The implication for this is that perhaps more so than 

in-person learning, online learning, and subsequently online literacy learning, are highly 

dependent upon other systems, especially those that dictate the hardware, telecommunications, 

and software utilized to conduct online learning. As was touched upon in chapter one and chapter 

two, online instructors are required to wear several different hats, including how to navigate 

often complex information technologies. To deny the impact these systems have will have 

implications for online literacy research and the instruction that follows that research.   

Limitations of Study 
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 One limitation of this study was time, both in the time frame identified within the study 

and in the time to conduct the research. The two decades identified aligned with previous 

literature and comprehensive reviews of the literature as the most prolific period of publication 

relating to online education (Toppin and Toppin, 2016, Abrego & Pankake, 2010), there could 

have been further literature published regarding online, literacy learning that was missed because 

of the date range focus of 2020-2021. Also, given that there is often a delay in literature 

published, there could be more literature published within the current year (2022) that has been 

missed by the researcher.  

 Another limitation is in the selection of just two databases from which to extract articles. 

ERIC and TRC were selected as the most expansive singular databases into research and 

practitioner-based articles, there are journals that are not included within those databases. 

Further, because of the highly nebulous nature of online education and the research done on it, 

there could have been several articles published that were not included within the research 

databases. Also excluded from the final sample were all literature that was not from peer-

reviewed journals, such as reports, conference proceedings, yearbooks, trade books, and other 

publications on research and practice into online literacy learning.     

Future Direction 

 Perhaps the singular most important area into which future research should be conducted 

is regarding the theoretical underpinnings of online literacy learning. The field, as is it stands 

according to this descriptive content analysis, suffers from a lack of theoretical consistency. This 

is perhaps attributable to the fact that literacy instruction has often operated separate from 

distance, online education, and the lack of theoretical consistency present within the content 



                                                
  
   

77 

 

analysis arises from the forcing together of these two fields without attention to the history of 

both fields.  

 Another area for future research is the correlation between transactional distance and 

learner autonomy. This content analysis found that there were high levels of structural domains 

within the transactional distance, but a lack of discussion made it difficult to determine which 

levels of student autonomy were also present. The two concepts theoretically are related (Moore, 

2012, Black, 2012), this content analysis revealed that perhaps the connection does not always 

play out in research and in practice. However, this is not meant to dispute the previous findings 

of researchers in the field such as Moore (2012) and Black (2012), but rather highlights the lack 

of theoretical consistency within online literacy as a field.  

 More research needs to be done in student autonomy at the differing levels of education. 

Primary education students will need more dialogue with the instructor to be successful in their 

learning (Moore, 2012), and thus will have less instances of student autonomy within their online 

literacy learning experiences. However, because of a lack of focus on student autonomy in much 

of the primary level articles, there is a current gap in how student autonomy in online literacy 

instruction plays out at this level. Further research by educators and policy makers on how to 

make better use of structure, students can be taught how to become more autonomous. As 

structure increases so can the autonomous behaviors of the student. 

 Another area of future direction in research is student autonomy in students who need 

additional assistance in their education. As was discussed in chapter 2, Moore (2012) questioned 

whether online, distance instruction would be serving students who were falling behind using 

independent study? There are benefits to these forms of online, literacy instruction, more 
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research needs to be done on whether the highly autonomous nature of independent online 

learning is best suited for those students who are already struggling academically.  

 This content analysis identified many articles that focused on reading comprehension in 

online, literacy learning there needs to be more research into the other areas of effective literacy 

instruction. Perhaps the most important area in which future research needs to be conducted is in 

the early elementary aged years where “learning to read” plays a bigger role than “reading to 

learn”. In these years, literacy instruction focuses on high impact areas of phonics and phonemic 

awareness (Vasquez & Slocum, 2012).  

What is more, these early literacy experiences in school are vital to a student's continued 

success with reading and their values of reading (Vasquez & Slocum, 2012). This research into 

early elementary literacy will also need to include components on student autonomy, as students 

at this young age will likely have very low levels of student autonomy and so will need higher 

levels of teacher-student levels of dialogue.  

 Further research needs to be conducted into the various systems components of online 

education and their effect upon online, literacy learning. As was discussed in chapter two, 

systems theory holds that all components of a system interact with one another interdependently 

and influence the system. One weak spot that this content analysis identified is in the discussion 

and inclusion of the macro-level systems that could affect online, literacy learning. Specifically, 

at the societal and global levels of the system. Research into this area could look at societal and 

global efforts to create more beneficial infrastructure related to online literacy learning.  

There was only one major, contextual occurrence that coincided with the rise in 

scholarship, namely COVID-19, there are perhaps other smaller contextual occurrences that have 

been uncovered in the research attached to this study. 
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Finally, research should look to the ways that online literacy instruction can better serve 

students, educators, policy makers, and society in the face of another widespread emergency 

shuttering of schools like COVID-19. It would be foolish to ignore the mistakes and success 

realized to this global emergency.  

Summary 

 This descriptive content analysis provides a view of the blossoming field of online 

literacy learning through the analysis of 59 articles obtained through a thorough search of two 

educational research databases: ERIC and TRC. The trends that developed and evolved in 

articles intended for academics and practitioners were examined as well as some of the 

contextual occurrences of these articles. Articles intended for academics and practitioners were 

examined for trends in content and contextual occurrences. The results of the content analysis 

revealed that there is lack of theoretical consistency within the research being produced for both 

academics and practitioners. Further, there is a distinct lack of the transactional distance and 

systems theories, both of which underpin and are vital to the success of online literacy learning. 

The research also revealed that student autonomy as a construct needs to be more defined and 

researched within the literature, as it is one the pivotal variables in determining the transactional 

distance a student has with online literacy learning experience. There is also a lack of research on 

literacy instructional focus areas other than comprehension that needs to be further investigated 

to provide a well-rounded approach to online literacy learning that can serve all students 

regardless of ability. The findings within this descriptive content analysis are important for 

educators, researchers, policymakers, and educational stakeholders. As a new field, online 

literacy learning currently needs a stronger foundation in the theoretical understandings of both 

online learning and literacy learning and needs to develop better practices based upon those 
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theories to help improve the online literacy instruction that students are receiving. As it stands, 

online literacy learning is being dominated by the older, and more deeply researched, fields of 

literacy and instruction, and is neglecting the online instruction component. If online literacy 

learning is to be successful it will need to define itself through researchers and practitioners 

working to be craft a theory that suits both fields. The research will need to become unified 

behind similar theoretical frameworks that can then be used to determine and disseminated best 

practices in online literacy instruction to practitioners.   
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APPENDIX D 

STATISTICAL RESULTS OF KRIPPENDORF’S α 

Intended Audience 

Run MATRIX procedure: 

Krippendorff's Alpha Reliability Estimate 

             Alpha    LL95%CI    UL95%CI      Units   Observrs      Pairs 

Nominal     1.0000     1.0000     1.0000    12.0000     2.0000    12.0000 

Probability (q) of failure to achieve an alpha of at least alphamin: 

   alphamin          q 

      .9000      .0000 

      .8000      .0000 

      .7000      .0000 

      .6700      .0000 

      .6000      .0000 

      .5000      .0000 

Number of bootstrap samples: 

  10000 

Methodology 

Run MATRIX procedure: 

Krippendorff's Alpha Reliability Estimate 

             Alpha    LL95%CI    UL95%CI      Units   Observrs      Pairs 

Nominal      .8655      .5965     1.0000    12.0000     2.0000    12.0000 
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Probability (q) of failure to achieve an alpha of at least alphamin: 

   alphamin          q 

      .9000      .6505 

      .8000      .2617 

      .7000      .0720 

      .6700      .0720 

      .6000      .0720 

      .5000      .0140 

Number of bootstrap samples: 

  10000 

Theoretical Framework 

Run MATRIX procedure: 

Krippendorff's Alpha Reliability Estimate 

             Alpha    LL95%CI    UL95%CI      Units   Observrs      Pairs 

Nominal      .8796      .6387     1.0000    12.0000     2.0000    12.0000 

Probability (q) of failure to achieve an alpha of at least alphamin: 

   alphamin          q 

      .9000      .6437 

      .8000      .2574 

      .7000      .0729 

      .6700      .0729 

      .6000      .0154 

      .5000      .0018 
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Number of bootstrap samples: 

  10000 

Grade Band 

Run MATRIX procedure: 

Krippendorff's Alpha Reliability Estimate 

             Alpha    LL95%CI    UL95%CI      Units   Observrs      Pairs 

Nominal     1.0000     1.0000     1.0000    12.0000     2.0000    12.0000 

Probability (q) of failure to achieve an alpha of at least alphamin: 

   alphamin          q 

      .9000      .0000 

      .8000      .0000 

      .7000      .0000 

      .6700      .0000 

      .6000      .0000 

      .5000      .0000 

Content Area 

Run MATRIX procedure: 

Krippendorff's Alpha Reliability Estimate 

             Alpha    LL95%CI    UL95%CI      Units   Observrs      Pairs 

Nominal     1.0000     1.0000     1.0000    12.0000     2.0000    12.0000 

Probability (q) of failure to achieve an alpha of at least alphamin: 

   alphamin          q 
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      .9000      .0000 

      .8000      .0000 

      .7000      .0000 

      .6700      .0000 

      .6000      .0000 

      .5000      .0000 

Number of bootstrap samples: 

  10000 

Learner Autonomy 

Run MATRIX procedure: 

Krippendorff's Alpha Reliability Estimate 

             Alpha    LL95%CI    UL95%CI      Units   Observrs      Pairs 

Nominal      .8553      .5660     1.0000    12.0000     2.0000    12.0000 

Probability (q) of failure to achieve an alpha of at least alphamin: 

   alphamin          q 

      .9000      .6443 

      .8000      .2651 

      .7000      .0720 

      .6700      .0720 

      .6000      .0720 

      .5000      .0151 

Number of bootstrap samples: 

  10000 
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Transactional Distance 

Run MATRIX procedure: 

Krippendorff's Alpha Reliability Estimate 

             Alpha    LL95%CI    UL95%CI      Units   Observrs      Pairs 

Nominal      .8017      .5043     1.0000    12.0000     2.0000    12.0000 

Probability (q) of failure to achieve an alpha of at least alphamin: 

   alphamin          q 

      .9000      .6245 

      .8000      .3230 

      .7000      .1249 

      .6700      .1249 

      .6000      .0345 

      .5000      .0084 

Number of bootstrap samples: 

  10000 

Systems Present  

Run MATRIX procedure: 

Krippendorff's Alpha Reliability Estimate 

             Alpha    LL95%CI    UL95%CI      Units   Observrs      Pairs 

Nominal      .8115      .5287     1.0000    12.0000     2.0000    12.0000 

Probability (q) of failure to achieve an alpha of at least alphamin: 

   alphamin          q 

      .9000      .6255 
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      .8000      .3309 

      .7000      .1296 

      .6700      .1296 

      .6000      .0403 

      .5000      .0090 

Number of bootstrap samples: 

  10000 

Literacy Instructional Focus 

Run MATRIX procedure: 

Krippendorff's Alpha Reliability Estimate 

             Alpha    LL95%CI    UL95%CI      Units   Observrs      Pairs 

Nominal      .8930      .6791     1.0000    12.0000     2.0000    12.0000 

Probability (q) of failure to achieve an alpha of at least alphamin: 

   alphamin          q 

      .9000      .6413 

      .8000      .2650 

      .7000      .0731 

      .6700      .0149 

      .6000      .0149 

      .5000      .0022 

Number of bootstrap samples: 

  10000 

 


