mall schools face prac-
tical challenges in de-
livering high-quality
education while operat-
ing with limited staff
and budget constraints in multi-
grade classrooms. Educators in
these schools require support and
services that not only increase stu-
dent learning but also preserve the
teachers’ bandwidth (the emotional,
mental, and physical energy needed
to engage in tasks fully).! According to
the Adventist Education website’s sta-
tistics, 60 percent of all schools within
the Adventist system in the North
American Division (NAD) are staffed
by fewer than three teachers.?

Using
Online
Education

to Address the
Challenges of

Small, Multigrade

Schools

One way teachers in these chal-
lenging positions meet the learning
needs of students is to seek out inno-
vative alternatives to traditional
methods of instruction. Using online
education and resources is one such
creative alternative that many teachers
worldwide have explored. In this ar-
ticle, online education will be defined

as self-contained teaching and
learning that occur indepen-
dently of the classroom. Learn-
ing engagement happens via the
Internet, and like the face-to-face
classroom, has the following ele-
ments: a clear learning progres-
sion, alignment to standards,
learning outcomes or objectives,
and formative feedback (either
within the resource or provided by
the classroom teacher). This article
explores how online education is
being used to increase students’ learn-
ing in small multigrade schools and
offers practical applications for edu-
cators searching for innovative, re-
search-based teaching methods.
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Addressing Practical Concerns of Small
Schools

Online education addresses several
practical concerns of small schools,
such as student access to the curricu-
lum due to a limited instructional ca-
pacity to deliver the curriculum. Often
in small schools, the number of sub-
jects exceeds the number of qualified
teachers available. Increasing teacher
positions can be cost-inflating, while
training existing teachers can be
taxing on the budget and the teachers.
Many small and rural schools have ad-
dressed these obstacles through tech-
nology by integrating hybrid teaching
and learning models and exploring
ways for their teachers to collaborate
with other educators.

There are poignant lessons to learn
from the global transition to online.?
Studies have found that online educa-
tion using digital tools and resources
benefits both teacher and student.*
Moreover, online education is espe-
cially relevant for small schools in
rural settings, as it can meet the
unique needs of students in small
schools.® Effective tools for online
education include open resources
available to all teachers and beneficial
online practices such as the integra-
tion of asynchronous learning.

Farmer and West found that con-
cerns surrounding online education fell
into three main categories: personal, in-
structional, and relational. Educators
need to be aware of the negative out-
comes, such as decreased personal in-
teractions and increased screen time,
with the addition of online use. It is im-
portant for educators to offer balance
within the curriculum to ensure that re-
lational and personal needs are met
within the classroom. Technology en-
hancements should be integrated into
the classroom with teacher support and
monitoring of student learning.

Online Specialists and Collaboration

In Greece, foreign-language instruc-
tion is part of the core national curricu-
lum. Children in rural schools on the
Greek islands often do not have as
much access to foreign-language

(mainly English) instruction as do their
urban counterparts.® Larger urban
schools have more teachers and larger
budgets to train teachers in specialized
subjects, which creates inequitable
educational opportunities for those at-
tending rural schools. To address this
inequality, Lymperis’ explains that
these Greek schools have begun col-
laborations in which urban teachers or
language specialists are able to provide
instruction delivery online to students
attending schools without access to
foreign-language instruction. Initial re-
search found that the implementation
of hybrid models of teaching and learn-
ing increased student achievement
(and possibly future access to compet-
itive educational programs) and cost
less than hiring a teacher or sending
existing teachers for extensive training.

Online education can take the form
of teacher collaboration, as modeled
in New Zealand rural schools. Schools
have partnered to share resources and
teaching staff in order to address stu-
dent needs that cannot realistically be
met in small one- and two-teacher
schools.® McLean et al.” found that
teachers and principals in rural multi-
grade schools face additional stress
due to the number of responsibilities
placed on each staff member.

The Ministry of Education in New
Zealand established the Virtual Learn-
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ing Network (VLN) to address this
challenge. This online community of
educators allows for reciprocal sharing
of resources “utilizing digital technol-
ogies to enhance learning outcomes
and opportunities for learners.”® Col-
laboration enables teachers to digitally
share their teaching skills and cur-
riculum across a network of schools,
increasing student access to diverse
curricula and teaching styles and al-
lowing students in rural settings to
have educational experiences that are
equivalent to what is offered in
schools with more resources.!

Asynchronous Learning and Flipped
Classrooms

Asynchronous learning began as
correspondence education, also
known as “distance learning” or
“video learning.” This format enables
sharing of information that does not
occur simultaneously and allows stu-
dents to learn at their own speed and
on their own timetable. In compari-
son, synchronous learning is live,
interactive information that occurs
in real time. Using asynchronous
methods, teachers can delve deeper
into content using pre-recorded les-
sons that students can view and re-
view by taking notes before meeting
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in class. Flipped classroom models
utilize asynchronous methods in
which instruction occurs at home, and
hands-on learning occurs in the class-
room. These models have been found
to increase student achievement and
may help to address some of the chal-
lenges of multigrade classrooms.!?

The flipped classroom method is the
application of online-to-offline learning
that is student-focused and individual-
ized, rather than traditionally teacher-
centered. For example, a teacher can
assign a Khan Academy instructional
math video for students to watch at
home. Then, during school, students
engage in independent problem-solv-
ing practice supported by the teacher.
Students are doing what would typi-
cally be considered homework in
school with the benefit of the teacher
to provide guidance for arriving at cor-
rect solutions and minimize frustra-
tion. This online-to-offline approach
increases student interest, independent
learning, and deeper reflection.” In ad-
dition, this mode of learning allows
students to balance home and school
life and adds flexibility for the edu-
cator.' With thoughtful preparation
and implementation, flipped classroom
strategies can be effective for multi-
grade classrooms. '

Open Educational Resources (OERS)

Open Educational Resources (OERs)
further expand the possibilities for ef-
fective online education and help to
address small schools’ financial con-
cerns. OERs include both digital and
non-digital resources that are readily
available without fees for procurement,
use, or license.'® OERs can be created
and distributed by individuals or
groups and housed in public online lo-
cations or spaces for educators to find
and share texts, videos, blogs, courses,
activities, tutorials, and more.'” OERs
should be vetted for quality, original
content, rigor, and alignment to Ad-
ventist values. As mentioned above,
the vetting should be a collaboration
process with other small schools.

Carrete-Marin and Domingo-Pena-
fiel'® suggest that OERs offer windows
of possibility for students and teachers
in multigrade settings, particularly

rural schools with limited resources.
These public and free resources allow
educators and students to share, ac-
cess, edit, and redistribute lessons and
materials created with limited-to-no
restrictions. Educators may modify
materials to meet the needs of the
learners in the classroom and accom-
modate for exceptionalities as needed.
Additionally, OERs can reduce costs
by replacing traditional textbooks with
free open textbooks. Open resources
are especially advantageous for teach-
ing multiple subjects and grade levels,
and addressing unique learner needs.

Adaptive technology
allows for differentiation
and remediation with
less impact on the
teacher. Artificial intelli-
gence can be used by
teachers to improve
practice through avatar
interaction and simu-
lations that allow
teachers to practice
teaching methods.

Artificial Intelligence and Immersive
Learning Environments

Education has a long tradition of
the teacher delivering and the stu-
dents memorizing information
deemed important. Many factors over
the years, including research on learn-
ing styles, curricula goal changes such
as through Common Core, the intro-
duction of online schooling, and ad-
vances in technology, have disrupted
this traditional view of education and
have made it possible for technology
to become an important aid in teach-

ing and learning. Artificial Intelligence
(AI) can take many forms—from
adaptive Web-based programs to ro-
bots in the classroom. Artificial intelli-
gence is designed to “learn” student
or teacher behavior and adapt accord-
ingly." Adaptive technology allows for
differentiation and remediation with
less impact on the teacher. Artificial
intelligence can be used by teachers to
improve practice through avatar inter-
action and simulations that allow
teachers to practice teaching methods.
While the training of teachers will re-
quire investments in time and money,
it will allow teachers and students to
engage with sophisticated technology.
Simulation classrooms are being used
nationwide to prepare preservice
teachers and to provide professional
development training.?

Artificial intelligence simulates
human intelligence, while virtual real-
ity (VR) provides immersive learning
environments. Immersive learning al-
lows students to learn through experi-
ence. Virtual reality in the classroom in
its simplest form looks like a virtual
field trip. Virtual field trips allow stu-
dents (especially those in more remote
or rural areas) to experience museums,
landmarks, or other areas of interest
without ever leaving the classroom. In
a more-advanced model, virtual reality
can allow students to be completely im-
mersed in learning environments, inter-
act with peers in other locations, and
complete a variety of educational
tasks.?

Virtual reality was first embraced in
the medical profession so that students
pursuing healthcare degrees could prac-
tice procedures without patient risk,
but it has now become a valuable tool
in the K-12 classroom as a custom-
izable immersive learning environment
that increases student experience with
curricular goals. Small schools can use
emerging online technology such as Al
and VR to provide students with adap-
tive, personalized, and immersive
learning environments that might not
otherwise be accessible. VR technology
has become more cost effective for edu-
cation purposes)? and teacher training
can be accessed at little to no cost
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through several professional-devel-
opment platforms such as professional
conferences and state continuing-edu-
cation clock hours.

Factors in the Adoption of Online
Education

An abundance of online resources
and learning models exists for edu-
cators, but access to these materials is
only the first step. Fullan® notes that
for sustainable change to happen
within the context of education,
teachers must believe in the effective-
ness of the change and their efficacy in
implementing changes. Adopting new
technologies in a classroom can be an
overwhelming prospect for educators,
particularly those already feeling
overtaxed or not confident about their
technology capabilities.?* This lack of
self-efficacy and capacity to easily de-
termine what is and is not useful in the
classroom are the most prominent bar-
riers to success in technology integra-
tion.% Additionally, educators may
have varying perceptions regarding the
value of technology overall, which im-
pacts the level to which online learning
is integrated. However, in the Lifeline:
A Handbook for Small School Success,

published by the North American Divi-
sion,? small-school educators are en-
couraged to incorporate technology to
improve student learning in all aca-
demic areas and workforce skills devel-
opment, as well as to increase student
levels of engagement. Teachers need
extensive, good-quality training, men-
toring, and follow up to help them feel
comfortable with the new approaches
and to implement them successfully.

Access to technology does not
alone correlate to its acceptance in the
classroom or increase students’ aca-
demic success.?” Therefore, educators
need to determine the usefulness of
the proposed educational technology
and evaluate their ability to effectively
implement it within the classroom.
The perceived ease of use and effec-
tiveness in student learning are signifi-
cant predictors of classroom use. On-
line-education resources can increase
teacher productivity, aid the teacher in
personalizing instruction for the stu-
dent, and increase student engage-
ment in learning.*®

Action Steps

The following teacher and re-
searcher recommendations are based
on evidence and strategies that have
benefited small schools. The action

steps presented here, together with
online resources, have the potential to
effectively help small schools and
their teachers meet student learning
needs while working within budget
constraints, time parameters, and the
bounds of the educators’ personal
energy resources:

e Integrate hybrid teaching and
learning models: Schools and teachers
may increase instructional proficiency
by integrating online teaching in core
content areas and curriculum exten-
sions. For example, a school might
add a language course (e.g., Spanish,
American Sign Language, Chinese) via
an online course or teacher. Such in-
struction could be delivered either
synchronously or asynchronously.
Adventist institutions that offer online
courses include West Coast Adventist
School (https://wcasdl.ca/), Rich-
mond Academy (https://www.rasda.
org/), Atlanta Adventist Academy
(https://www.aaa.edu/trueconnect),
Prairie Adventist School (https://
pacesca.nada.org/), and Griggs Inter-
national Academy, which serves stu-
dents globally (https://www.griggs.
edu/). These schools have established
models to support small schools in
their capacity to deliver the curricu-
lum.

e form a Virtual Learning Network
(VLN): Like integrating hybrid
models, partnering with other
teachers and schools in a VLN can
create or supplement the collection of
resources already available to the
school. Schools in a VLN can share
curriculum components or content
areas. For example, in a VLN with
three participating schools, a teacher
in one school could teach upper-level
math for all three schools, while a
teacher in another school teaches
upper-level English. A teacher from a
third school might provide science in-
struction, with the labs taking place at
the three respective schools. There are
many possibilities for such arrange-
ments. Teachers in Adventist schools
should work with the conference su-
perintendent to facilitate such collabo-
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rations. There are also opportunities
for VLNs to connect teaching and
learning across conferences, with
unions facilitating such collaboration.

e Flip the classroom: In a flipped
classroom model, students engage in
lessons that are taught asynchro-
nously (outside of class time) via
video or multimedia. After the lesson,
students do guided practice or what
otherwise might be called “home-
work” in class with the teacher. This
model requires careful planning by the
teacher and robust Internet access by
students. Resources such as Nearpod
and Edpuzzle® allow for both original
content creation and the use of pre-
made content. These applications also
integrate with learning-management
systems such as Google Classroom
and Canvas. By using these resources,
an educator could build an extensive
library of instructional videos, raising
the potential for far-reaching benefits
to be achieved through the flipped
classroom model.

e Incorporate Open Educational Re-
sources (OERs): Small schools can
make use of OERs (free and freely
adaptable resources) including books,
units, lessons, and videos for instruc-
tion and assessment. OERs are pub-
lished under guidelines that are less
restrictive than traditional copyright
laws, which helps save time and fi-
nancial resources in planning and im-
plementing materials for the class-
room. For example, OER Commons
(http://oercommons.org) is an online
library of thousands of freely available
educational resources. Additionally,
there are many “branches” of OER
Commons called “hubs” managed by
states and other organizations. Hubs
like #GoOpen Michigan and the OER
Commons Hub: K-12 Teaching and
Learning® are specially curated collec-
tions relevant to K-12 educators.
These sources should be vetted to en-
sure quality, original content, and
alignment with the principles of Ad-
ventism. The Adventist system has
several online, long-distance schools
and centralized resources, such as the
Adventist Learning Community and
CIRCLE websites, which provide nu-
merous examples of lessons, unit

plans, and instructional material.

e Use Adventist Education Resource
collections: Along with taking the
above action steps, teachers in small
schools are encouraged to use web-
sites and other resources that provide
summaries of various available tech-
nologies to help them sort through
how such materials might be useful in
particular contexts.® In the context of
Adventist education in particular,
there are many resources that have al-
ready been developed or curated to
assist teachers with varying levels of
technology. Online professional-devel-

Online education can
lighten the load for the
teacher and enhance
creativity in teaching
and learning using avail-
able tools and resources.
Becoming aware of the
simple and effective use
of online tools and re-
sources can change
teachers’ overall percep-
tions of technology.

opment opportunities at the Adventist
Learning Community (http://www.
adventistlearningcommunity.org) in-
clude courses and webinars specifically
for small-school teachers. Resources
such as the Curriculum and Instruction
Center Linking Educators (http://www.
circle.adventist.org) and the technol-
ogy page at http://www.adventistedu
cation.org are available to support
teachers looking to integrate technol-
ogy and online education into their
classrooms. The Adventist Education
website was updated in 2022 to be
more streamlined for the full range of
Adventist education technology.?

Conclusion

Small multigrade schools are com-
mon within the Adventist educational
system. These schools require support
and streamlining of services to in-
crease student engagement in learning
while also preserving teacher band-
width. Integration of technology and
online education offers excellent re-
sources for such schools to imple-
ment, especially in contexts where the
educator’s emotional, mental, and
physical reserves are already maxed
out, and outside support is low, as is
often the case in small schools.

Educators will find it helpful to
frame the selection of resources based
on their answers to these three ques-
tions, which will help them determine
whether and to what degree integrat-
ing a specific online learning resource
will be successful in their classroom:

1. Does it meet student learning
needs?

2. Does it address a pragmatic con-
cern associated with small-school
teaching?

3. Will it enhance the educator’s
capacities for what is most impor-
tant—student engagement?

Not all available online learning
opportunities will fit every context.
Still, the addition of even just one or
two interventions in a small-school
context that meet the criteria outlined
above could lead to a deeper student
understanding and an overall sense of
teacher efficacy and empowerment.
This, in turn, could increase edu-
cators’ motivation and create thriving
educational environments in small Ad-
ventist schools.

Online education can lighten the
load for the teacher and enhance crea-
tivity in teaching and learning using
available tools and resources. Becom-
ing aware of the simple and effective
use of online tools and resources can
change teachers’ overall perceptions
of technology.* Asynchronous learn-
ing strategies positively affect time
management and enhance student
achievement—a win-win situation.
The incorporation of open resources
can foster creativity in both students
and teachers and meet a range of in-
structional and learner requirements.
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Online education is not a remedy for
all challenges, but it may help fill the
gap for hectic schedules, unique stu-
dent needs and differentiation, and
stimulate inspiration levels in teaching
and learning. &
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