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Abstract: This paper discusses the results of a qualitative research study that took place in a large virtual school (VS) in the Southeastern United States. The purpose of the research was to explore behavior modeling and its role in VSs. Eleven participants took part in this study including two administrators, four experienced teachers, four recently-hired teachers, and one pre-service teacher. Each participant engaged in one, 30 to 60 minute-long, semi-structured interview. Interviews were then coded and analyzed using domain analysis (Hatch 2002). Results show how VS administration and staff model desired behaviors; their behaviors are then learned and exhibited by the VS teachers; and finally, the students benefit from the behaviors in regard to effective and efficient communication, student-centered and relevant individualization, and timely, sincere support. Implications for practice in both professional development and teacher education are shared as well as future suggestions for research.  

Introduction

Of the many cues that influence behavior, at any point in time, none is 

more common than the actions of others (Bandura 1986 p. 206).


The purpose of this study was to explore behavior modeling and its role in virtual schools (VS). VSs have been in existence for the past twenty-three years (Greenway & Vanourek 2006). Although the research literature in this area is growing at an exponential rate, it is still in its infancy. Because of this, the literature on the use of behavior modeling in VSs is limited; thus, research and information referenced to situate this study was originally used to describe traditional schools. Modeling is a concept found in social cognitive theory, a theory introduced by Albert Bandura (1977). Evolving out of behaviorist perspective, social cognitive theory emphasizes how learning can be achieved by watching others; in addition to modeling, social cognitive theory includes other concepts such as observational learning and imitation (Ormrod 2008). According to Sarason and Sarason (1974), “the person whose behavior is observed and imitated is the model” (p. 6). For modeling to be effective, the model needs to meet the following criteria: (1) “The model must be competent”; (2) “The model must have prestige and power”; and (3) “The model’s behavior must be relevant to the observer’s situation” (Ormrod 2008 p. 128). In any school, administrators have a chance to be models for teachers, especially when administrators possess the criteria mentioned above.  The third criterion is especially important because administrators were teachers before they became administrators, so they have the potential and ability to empathize with teachers and model the behavior in such a way as to make a personal connection in a manner that teachers can emulate. Unfortunately, not all administrators are able to do this, often due to the fact that administrators are pulled in different directions by multiple school stakeholders; therefore, administrators may model behaviors that should not be imitated. The responsibility then falls on the teacher to distinguish between what behaviors should and should not be imitated (Striefel 1998). Nonetheless, administrators have a responsibility to their teachers and students. Ultimately, the goal of any school is to provide the best education to each and every one of its students. 


In addition to the model criteria mentioned above, four conditions need to be present for modeling to be effective, including attention, retention, motor reproduction, and motivation (Ormrod 2008). In essence, the learner “must observe what the model is doing, remember what the model did, do what the model has done, and later when the appropriate time comes, want to use what they have learned” (Decker & Nathan 1985 p. 4). In the virtual environment, how is behavior modeled? Due to the distributed nature of many VSs, models’ behaviors may or may not be physically seen.  Instead, behavior is modeled through communication with learners. This communication may come in the form of verbal instructions or it may be the model’s general interaction behaviors with learners. To establish guidelines for VSs, the International Association for K-12 Online Learning (iNACOL) published their Standards for Quality Online Teaching (2008). These standards were informed by a range of best practices and research sources. Within the iNACOL standards, communication, support and individualization are stressed as essential in the VS’s success in creating an effective learning environment for students. For example, regarding communication, one of the iNACOL Standards for Quality Online Teaching (2008) requires online teachers provide tailored, encouraging feedback to each student.   In addition to communication, support is emphasized in the following two iNACOL standards (2008): (1) The teacher “builds and maintains a community of learners by creating a relationship of trust, demonstrating effective facilitation skills, establishing consistent and reliable expectations, and supporting and encouraging independence and creativity” (p. 4); and (2) The teacher “demonstrates an understanding of the perspective of the online student through appropriate responsiveness and a supportive attitude toward students” (p. 7). And finally, individualization is highlighted in the iNACOL Standard (2008) that states the teacher must “provide[s] evidence of effective learning strategies that worked for the individual student and detail[s] specific changes in future instruction based upon assessment results and research study (data-driven and research-based)” (p. 9). The iNACOL standards provide evidence of the vital role of communication, support and individualization in VSs. A majority of teachers who arrive at VSs lack the preparation to meet those standards, so the responsibility of training those teachers falls to professional development.  Ideally, teacher education programs could fulfill that role.  

Methods


The theoretical framework used for this study was constructivism (Denzin & Lincoln 2005); it was used because of its subjective nature and its tendency to promote the active construction of knowledge (Guba & Lincoln 2005). Moreover, Von Glasersfeld explained that reality is not only an overall nor singularly personal experience; instead, reality is a “network of things and relationships that we rely on in living, and on which, we believe, others rely on, too” (1995, p.7). So the experience of reality in regard to constructivism is a collective notion. Knowledge is constructed via one’s interactions with the environment. Knowledge, to a constructivist, is never separate from the knower; it is the knower’s perceptions of his or her experiences, a creation of his/her own reality. In this study, the participants, in their personal commentaries, shared similar experiences as one another. Each person’s own perceptions are their respective realities. For the purposes of this study, the constructivist framework allowed the interviewees to construct their own interpretation of their knowledge dependent on their perceptions about VSs (Hatch 2002). In particular, the study explored the use of behavior modeling in VSs. The following sections describe the methods used in the study, including the sample and the collection, analysis and validation of the data. 

Sample


The participants in this study were selected using criterion sampling, in which all participants were chosen by matching a set criteria (Patton 2002).  There were eleven participants. All except one works at the VS. John and Megan were administrators who oversee hiring decisions.  Susan, Denise, Rhonda and Sara were experienced teachers who served on search committees to hire new VS teachers. Susan and Denise taught business courses, while Rhonda and Sara taught social studies and foreign language, respectively. Linda, Nancy, Amber and Ginny were recent VS teacher hires who experienced the school’s interview process. Linda, Amber and Ginny all taught science-related courses, while Nancy taught language arts. The last participant, Elizabeth, was a pre-service teacher who was interested in pursuing a career as a VS teacher and particularly wanted to teach high school-level mathematics courses. The names of the participants have been changed to protect their identity. The study participants were secured by way of the VS study coordinator who used the study’s sampling criteria to recruit participants within the school.   Each participant was asked to participate in one, 30 to 60 minute-long, interview. Participants signed an informed consent form prior to the interview process. 

Data Collection, Analysis, and Validation


Interviews were conducted over the phone. They were recorded using a digital recorder and then transcribed. The interviews consisted of an explanation of the study and then eight questions for each participant to answer and discuss. The Interview Guides for all four categories of interviewees went through a pilot process with fellow researchers in order to ensure that the questions were understandable and able to engage interviewees enough to gain ample information for analysis. The interview was semi-structured, which allowed the interviewer the flexibility to clarify questions for the interviewee and to probe the interviewee to investigate more deeply into a topic (Mason 2002, Kvale 1996). 


All of the interviews were transcribed within 24 hours of being conducted. The interviews were then reviewed a second time to ensure the transcriptions were accurate, including pauses and emphases where applicable. Then, open codes were assigned to each of the interviews by using meaning-units as points of separation. Domain analysis was used as the analysis method (Hatch 2002). Domain analysis allowed the researchers to “make sense of the situation without imposing preexisting expectations on the research setting”  (Patton 1980 p. 40). The overall point of domain analysis is working from the specific to the general and provided researchers a way to identify common themes across the interviews. 


Constructivism relies on trust and authenticity for validation of its research process (Denzin & Lincoln 2005). Researchers’ preconceptions and effect on the research setting both are considered issues in the realm of qualitative research and its authenticity. To ensure credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability, the researchers in this study used member checks, feedback, and discrepant/negative instance scans, all of the processes of which are explained in Table 1 below:

(Tab. 1)

	Authenticity Strategy
	Definition/Process

	Member check
	After data were collected, analyzed, and conclusions were written, the researchers asked the interviewees to review the findings. This allowed the researchers to ensure the interviewees were staying true to their experiences (Guba & Lincoln 1989, Miles & Huberman 1994).

	Feedback
	After this paper was written, the researchers asked a few colleagues to read it to see if they saw any blatant biases, logistical and/or methodological flaws, or any other validity issues (Maxwell 1998).

	Scan for discrepant/ negative instances
	While the researchers were creating domains, they wanted to make sure that they could find no discrepant/negative instances that counteracted the domains. If there were instances of this, the researchers made note of any instances rather than removing them from the findings (Miles & Huberman 1994).



  Table 1: Authenticity strategies used

Results and Discussion 


The following two figures depict elements of the context for the results of this study: 
(Fig. 1 and Fig. 2)



As shown in Figure 1, the VS used in this study has a management model consisting of a small group of administrators managing a large group of teachers who are responsible for providing education to the entire student body.  The focus here is a top-down approach to school management to benefit the entire population of students. In Figure 2, the focus remains on administrators; however, in this model, the administrators are modeling the desired behaviors that they want teachers to both experience and then apply to their classrooms, which will benefit each individual student. For the VS that was the setting of this study, a customer service business model was key to their success in attaining this goal. The interview data do not provide evidence of a direct link between adopting a business model and the success of the VS; however, the authors do believe that further research surrounding this idea would result in positive evidence. The modeling done by administrators in this study resulted in teachers providing the same level of communication, support and individualization to their students. The analysis of the interviews revealed these three domains – communication, support and individualization – each of which is discussed below in conjunction with key quotes from the interviews.  
Communication


Communication is necessary for the success of any VS. Megan and John, the two administrators in this study, gave examples of how they and other VS administrators and staff, model the importance of communication to their teachers. According to John, it starts as soon as they are hired. John says, “They [the new teachers] come through a training where they hear from trainers, mentors, administrators, HR staff, support people, tech folks, again to help them through all of that, that learning process…first and foremost [the teachers’ responsibility] is to reach out and communicate.” In this quote, John explains how all of the stakeholders focus on communicating with teachers about what they need to be successful. Megan emphasizes that administrators need to communicate with teachers, especially in VSs, where change happens on a daily basis: “[In some schools] the leaders know it [that change is coming] and they practice it but the teachers think, ‘Well, they just keep changing things.’” In the VS, Megan and other administrators always communicate with their teachers; they strive to model the level of communication they expect their teachers to provide students. The teachers, recently-hired and experienced, found the administration to be exemplary at communicating, and magnified their efforts by providing the same level of communication to their students. Relevant quotes documenting this are shared in Table 2 below.
(Tab. 2)

	Teacher
	Quote

	Susan (EXP)*
	“I usually like to have mine [grading/feedback on assignments] done more quickly [VS has a 48-hour turnaround time expected for teachers to provide feedback to students.] than that just because sometimes students will wait to see how they did on one assignment before they do the next one, so I find that if you get it back to them more quickly, they’re willing to go on then more quickly.” 

	Amber (NEW)
	“Everything is positively reinforced…you always have to give positive feedback even if the question is wrong, you say something positive first.”

	Linda (NEW)
	“It’s about developing a relationship with students, and figuring out okay, I can’t hold up my model, but maybe I can find something on TeacherTube that will give them [the student] an idea of how to better understand this concept. Giving them something familiar so that they can see how something plays out.” 

	Denise (EXP)
	“They [students] are constantly coming in and going out, so it’s all about differentiated instruction, dependent on when they start and when they stop. We have a lot of personal communication with each and every student because no one is really on the same pace.” 

	Nancy (NEW)
	“I send them [students] postcards to say, ‘Great job, I love your work!’ And I will send my students who are behind pace an empty email box picture that says, ‘My mailbox misses your work.’ Or I have one that says, ‘I believe in you, I believe you can finish this course. Give me a call, I want to support you.’”


     Table 2: Teacher quotes regarding communication with students

     * EXP = Experienced teacher; NEW = Newly-hired teacher


As can be seen from the quotes above, the VS teachers exhibit effective and efficient communication skills. Susan and Nancy express that they are dedicated to providing feedback because it is necessary to either keep their students motivated or to get the students who aren’t motivated to accomplish something.  Amber, in a similar fashion, makes sure to provide positive communication to her students through their assignment feedback. Linda and Denise stress the importance of personalizing the communication with each student and fostering a relationship with students in order to meet their needs. 

Support


Support is essential for all stakeholders involved in a VS. The administrators at the VS take pride in the support they give to their teachers. The VS in this study offers a great deal of professional development and mentoring opportunities to their teachers. The professional development at the VS engages the teachers. John said, “We want to engage people, teach people how to engage students in learning.” For the administrators, the key is to engage the teachers in both their professional development and mentoring opportunities so the teachers will realize this level of engaging support and give that same level of support to their students.  Megan adds, “We also encourage our teachers to attend the annual content area conference in the state. And then teachers are always encouraged to attend other conferences based on what their leadership goals are…[and also] to be a thought leader and share ideas with other teachers…[and to] apply” what they learned to their students. In this quote, Megan expresses the support that administration offers to the VS teachers by way of encouraging teachers to pursue their professional goals. The experienced teachers also expressed a dedication to supporting the new teachers. Sara says, “We are available to them [the newly-hired teachers] with whatever they need.”

Accordingly, the teachers show this same level of support to their students. Relevant quotes demonstrating this are shared in Table 3 below.  

(Tab. 3)

	Teacher
	Quote

	Susan (EXP)
	“You have to actually have to counsel students, and almost be sort of like a cheerleader for them, especially if they are ready to give up, you have to, you know, cheer them on like, you know, ‘Oh no, you can’t give up, let’s try to work this out. We can think of some ways that you can do this.”

	Rhonda (EXP)
	“You have to do things to encourage students to progress…we kind of have to cultivate the students.” 

	Amber (NEW)
	“What would I do for students to make sure they’re successful?”

	Ginny (NEW)
	“You have to do a lot of motivational speaking and a lot of cheerleading and encouragement from afar…the student is the customer, and if I can connect with them on a personal level, they’ll be more responsive with me.” 

	Linda (NEW)
	“We are available 7 days a week between 8am and 8pm students can contact me…the sooner that I can solve a frustration or help a student figure a problem, the better off we’ll be…so you just give them the support that they need, whatever that may be.”


     Table 3: Teacher quotes regarding support for students


These quotes convey the teachers’ dedication to supporting their students with whatever needs arise in a timely and sincere manner.  Both Susan and Ginny are passionate about their role as cheerleaders for each of their students, offering support to them each step of the way. Amber also considers how best to support students by always asking herself what she can do to help each student be the best that he/she can be. Linda looks at her devotion to communicating with students in regard to her availability at anytime to help a student who is frustrated. The VS teachers, according to Rhonda, are there to “cultivate” or to help students develop individually, which leads to the next essential for VSs, and that is “individualization.”
Individualization


Individualization is key in a VS. The administrators, according to Megan and John, stress the need for teachers to individualize instruction to address each student’s needs. In the same regard, administrators model this individualization of instruction by asking the teachers to create their own form of individual education plan (IEP) by creating Professional Development Goals (PDG). This allows the teacher to see the benefits of individualized attention and curriculum that meet their needs as a teacher.  John also highlights that teachers, like their students, should be aiming for mastery level.  Administrators, like John, teach teachers that a “student is the driving decision behind every decision we make, and we teach our teachers to make those kinds of decisions so that they move from being good teachers to great teachers.” Students’ individual needs are the driving force of the school, and the administrators model that to their teachers by providing them with the chance to create their own IEP through their PDGs. Sara, an experienced teacher, expressed how learner-centric the VS professional development (PD) system is: “We also have [PD] sessions that are scheduled periodically, new technologies, how to create tutorials, things that teachers can pick and choose from, things that they want to use, most of them are scheduled at different times, so if you can’t do it this month, you can do it next month.” Denise, another experienced teacher, adds, “They [the VS administration] have professional development going on all day everyday, so you can pick and choose which ones meet your needs.” In turn, the teachers offer that same level of individualization to their students. Relevant quotes documenting this are shared in Table 4 below.

Tab. 4)

	Teacher
	Quote

	Sara (EXP)
	“We individualize a lot more [in the VS as compared to traditional schools] but we have to know the ‘why’ behind every student.”

	Rhonda (EXP)
	“There’s a lot of, although I hate to use the term, ‘hand-holding,’ but definitely we have some students who need more assistance than others.”

	Linda (NEW)
	“There is no other way to teach other than individually. I mean I can have a lesson 

plan, but I still have to modify it for each student whether it’s saying it twice to you or drawing a picture for somebody else.”

	Elizabeth (PRE)
	“You have to know how to help the students that don’t learn well enough by the way the lesson is set up now. You need to know how to individualize for the students.”


     Table 4: Teacher quotes regarding individualization of instruction for students


The teachers’ quotes above communicate how important student-centered and relevant individualization of instruction are to students. McCombs and Vakili (2005) emphasize a need for a learner-centered framework in e-learning and the importance of teachers to find “strategies that acknowledge individual differences and the diversity of learner needs, abilities, and interests” (p. 1595). These teachers are fully invested in the success of their students.  Rhonda acknowledges each student is different, and some students are more advanced than others. According to Linda, this is why there is no other way to teach than to teach by individualizing each student’s education plan.  To individualize, Sara stresses the need for teachers to determine the “’why’ behind every student.” In addition, Elizabeth insists that not all students learn the same, so individualization is key to making sure each student is provided instruction in the way in which he/she learns best. 
Implications for Further Research and Practice


The results mentioned here are neither inclusive nor definitive. Because this is a qualitative study, results cannot be generalized. Moreover, the results are descriptive of one VS and are, therefore, not causal. However, the information contained in the results is useful because it shows how one VS has benefited by using a business model approach, characterized by administrators who model quality customer service and provide that customer service to their teachers who in turn do the same for the students of the VS. As mentioned before, this study does not directly link the school’s use of a business model to its success; the authors do see this as potential for further research. This idea of a customer service model within an education system has strong implications for teacher education programs. In order to help new teachers understand the idea of quality customer service, business models should be taught and incorporated into teacher education program curricula. Due to the compulsory nature of K-12 education, a customer service approach has never been a common option.  However, because of expanded school choice and the consumer approach to K-12 education that has been supported and fostered by the Internet, a space where students can compare education options, teachers and school leaders need to think about themselves as being part of an education marketplace. In this education marketplace, parents value the service that they and their children get more now than in past generations. This education marketplace is thriving in schools, and teacher education programs need to catch up and remind themselves of who their customers are. Ultimately, their customers are the K-12 learners whom their pre-service teachers are going to be teaching. In teacher education programs, this customer service model can be employed in all courses; faculty can model through his/her feedback and communication with their pre-service teachers. Administrators and soon-to-be administrators should be exposed to this same customer service notion by way of professional development opportunities or through their educational administration and policy or educational leadership courses. Teacher education programs and educational leadership programs alike can also offer their students a chance to discover through their internship opportunities ways in which to better serve families. Further research is needed to determine if modeling plays a role in a teacher’s motivation to pursue leadership opportunities. Does modeling play a role in the development of future teacher mentors and administrators? Research has shown how people choose careers and in some cases forecast their own success by using models (Lockwood & Kunda 1997; Kagan 1992). When it comes to teacher leadership and educational leadership, teachers, when exposed to an effective model over time, will consider a leadership path and evaluate the fit of that path for themselves, increasing their likelihood to follow that path in the future.  Another line of research stemming from this study is the need to understand the perception of students in the situation outlined in this study, as they are the ones experiencing the outcomes of the teachers' behavior. 


Overall, the success of the VS (and any school) is dependent on the ability of the system to work as a whole rather than in separate layers in a hierarchy. As Linda said, “You [the teacher] play an integral part, how can we [the administration] support you, how can we [the administration] make you successful, because ultimately that’s our bottom line. If you [the teacher] make me [the administrator] successful, I [the administrator] make you [the teacher] successful. It’s more of a circular relationship.” In virtual education, this integrated relationship could be equated to the systems approach, where each component of a system (school) is inter-related and interdependent. This could be an ideal approach to be considered by all schools, not just the virtual ones. 

References


Bandura, A. (1977). Social learning theory. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall. 

Bandura, A. (1986). Social foundations of thought and action: A social cognitive theory. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Decker, P.J., & Nathan, B.R. (1985). Behavior modeling training: Principles and applications. New York, NY: Praeger.

Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (2005). Part II. Paradigms and perspectives in contention. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), The Sage handbook of qualitative research (pp.183-190). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Greenway, R., & Vanourek, G. (2006). The virtual revolution. Education Next, 6 (2). Retrieved August 1, 2008, from http://www.hoover.org/publications/ednext/ 3210506.html 

Guba, E. G., & Lincoln, Y. S. (1989). Fourth generation evaluation. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.
Guba, E. G., & Lincoln, Y. S. (2005). Paradigmatic controversies, contradictions, and emerging confluences. In N. K. Denzin &  Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), The Sage handbook of qualitative research (pp. 191-215). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Hatch, J. A. (2002). Doing qualitative research in education settings. Albany, NY: State University of New York Press.

International Association for K-12 Online Learning (iNACOL). (2008). National Standards for Quality Online Teaching. Retrieved October 10, 2008, from http://www.inacol.org/nationalstandards/index.php  

Kagan, D.M. (1992). Professional growth among pre-service and beginning teachers. Review of Educational Research, 62 (2), 129-169. 

Kvale, S. (1996). Interviews: An introduction to qualitative research interviewing. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Lockwood, P., & Kunda, Z. (1997). Superstars and me: Predicting the impact of role models on the self. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 73 (1), 91-103. 

Mason, J. (2002). Qualitative researching (2nd ed.). London: Sage. 

Maxwell, J. A. (1998). Designing a qualitative study. In L. Bickman & D.J. Rog (Eds.), Handbook of applied social research methods, (pp. 69-100). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

McCombs, B. & Vakili, D. (2005). A Learner-Centered Framework for E-Learning. Teachers College Record, 107 (8), 1582-1600. Retrieved January 19, 2009, from http://www.csupomona.edu/~dolce/pdf/mccombs.pdf 

Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Ormrod, J.E. (2008). Human Learning (5th ed.). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson. 

Patton, M. Q. (1980). Qualitative evaluation methods. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage. 
Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research and evaluation methods (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Sarason, I.G., & Sarason, B.R. (1974). Constructive classroom behavior: A teacher’s guide to modeling and role-playing techniques. New York, NY: Behavioral Publications.

Striefel, S. (1998). How to teach through modeling and imitation (2nd ed.). Austin, TX: PRO-ED. 

Von Glasersfeld, E. (1995). A constructivist approach to teaching. In L. Steffe & J. Gale (Eds.), Constructivism in education, (pp. 3-16). New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc.

Administrators model


desired behavior





Teachers experience the benefits of that behavior and apply it in their classroom





Student benefits





A small group 


of administrators 


manage a











large group of teachers who are responsible for providing education to the 





entire student body.














Figure 1: School Management 
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