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Virtual Schooling:
How Digital
Education Can
Increase Inclusivity

Virtual schooling — teaching conducted
entirely online — has become increasingly
important since the COVID-19 pandemic.

Even prior to the pandemic, virtual schools
were recognised for providing alternatives to
students with needs beyond those catered for

in traditional classroom settings. While research

INto the factors influencing the success of

virtual schools is lacking, Dr Kimberly Coy of
Callifornia State University, Fresno, is working to
address this knowledge gap. She is particularly
interested in the challenges facing the
application of digital learning and strategies

that may overcome these.

scientia.global

The State of the Matter: Identifying Avenues for
Research

Virtual schooling is defined as teacher-led education that

takes place over the internet, often delivered via a learning
management system such as Canvas, which incorporates audios,
live interactive videos, and pre-recorded videos. Prior to the
COVID-19 pandemic, virtual schooling had already established

its significance in the field of education, but the pandemic
heightened its significance even further.

Every year, virtual schools receive more applicants than the last,
demonstrating a growing demand for this mode of education.
The most notable demographic are young students and those
with special educational needs. However, research into factors
determining the success of such students is far from conclusive.
Dr Kimberly Coy of California State University, Fresno, has worked
to bridge the gap in our knowledge, focusing on the factors that
would improve the accessibility, content, and learning outcomes
for students with special educational needs who participate in
online education environments.

Dr Coy's work began by focusing on the implementation of
Universal Design for Learning within online classrooms. She then
extended the focus to co-teaching, which is the practice of having
two teachers in the place of the traditional one, working to share
the work under a variety of structured designs. For instance, the
second teacher’s responsibilities may vary, extending from offering
extra support to certain students when needed, all the way to
sharing lesson design and teaching duties equally.

Co-teaching through Technology: A Case Study

In ‘Co-Teaching in a Digital World: It's Not Teaching by Title,

It's Teaching by Talent’, Dr Coy detailed a year-long case

study undertaken before the pandemic. She investigated the
implementation of co-teaching in a K-8 virtual school (from
kindergarten to 8th grade, encompassing ages 5 to 14 years).
Here, the second teacher in the co-teaching pair specialised in
teaching children with special educational needs. Dr Coy hoped to
understand the challenges faced by teachers in their first year of
co-teaching in an online environment, what co-teaching designs
they implemented in their classrooms, and how the co-teaching
experience impacted teacher satisfaction during the first year of
implementation.

This fully online public school was in its second year of
implementing a co-teaching model for inclusive classrooms
across elementary (kindergarten to fifth grade) and middle school
(sixth to eighth grade) sections, each with its own principal but
sharing a single special education director. Student demographics
closely resembled state-wide averages, with a higher
representation of White and Black/African American students.

The virtual academy collaborated with a private company for
curriculum and administrative support, ensuring alignment with
state educational standards. Curriculum delivery utilised an
online learning management system, supplemented by physical
materials delivered to students” homes annually — ranging from
books to microscopes. Each student was assigned a learning
coach, typically a parent or designated adult, to oversee their daily
progress, assist with assessments, and provide additional support.
Teachers worked collaboratively in co-teaching pairs, comprising
one general education and one special education teacher, to
design and deliver teaching material.




Dr Coy employed a diverse range of methodologies, including a
survey to gauge teacher satisfaction, observations conducted
during faculty meetings, and semi-structured interviews. To
engage teachers in providing reflective input, Dr Coy and her
co-author actively participated in two faculty meetings, resulting
in the recruitment of 20 teachers who completed a student
satisfaction survey. The primary aims were to collect descriptive
participant data and to inform protocol development. Eleven staff
members, including 10 of the original 20 teachers and the Director
of Special Education, completed the semi-structured interview.

Themes and Challenges in Co-teaching
Implementation

The findings can be summarised into three main themes: the
necessity of thorough preparation before implementation and
continuous professional development during the process; the
widespread advantages for all students through accessibility
within the least restrictive environment; and the requirement to
redefine the responsibilities of general education teachers to
facilitate effective collaboration.

Dr Coy found that while careful preplanning of co-teaching
lessons was crucial, the implementation of co-teaching lacked
adequate time, planning, and professional development
opportunities. Teachers expressed challenges in navigating

the process without clear guidance and support from the

school administration. They called for a more guided, hands-on
approach. Furthermore, co-teaching teams noted higher rates of
success if a positive working relationship was harboured between
the teachers.
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At the virtual academy, co-teaching was part of a range of
services to support students with disabilities, adhering to the
concept of the least restrictive environment (LRE). The LRE
states that students with special educational needs should,
where possible, be included in general education settings.
Unlike traditional schools with clearly defined spaces, the virtual
environment offers more flexibility, allowing students to receive
immediate one-on-one help without disrupting the class flow.

Dr Coy reports that virtual breakout rooms were used when special
attention needed to be given to a particular student, and other
system technologies facilitated accessibility adjustments, such as
embedded screen readers for students with reading difficulties.
This flexibility also extended to offering various participation
options and supplemental instruction, benefiting both general and
special education students. General teachers adapted content to
integrate social skills, such as turn-taking and class participation,
which are goails for special education students, making classes
more accessible. Overall, the online environment allowed for
greater adaptability and accessibility for all students.

Despite their shared goal of student success, special education
and general education teachers faced challenges in collaborating
due to their perceived lack of confidence and specialisation in
each other’s fields. Historically, general education teachers have
often believed that special education teachers are privy to key
techniques for teaching students with disabilities. In contrast,
special education teachers can feel that they lack the content
knowledge and experience required in general education settings.

The researchers demonstrated that the process of co-teaching
was able to overcome these stereotypes. The special education
director, Pat, reflected on the historical challenges, noting the

need to move away from stigmatised perceptions and towards
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Through conveying the stories

of virtual teachers and learners,
Dr Coy identified challenges
encountered by special education
teachers and students with
learning disabilities in online
settings.
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and general education teachers
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due to their perceived lack of
confidence and specialisation in
each other’s fields.
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recognising teaching talent regardless of title, emphasising

the importance of collaboration. Special education teachers

in the study demonstrated a comprehensive understanding of
the diverse needs of all students and the necessity for varied
instructional approaches to meet their goals. As collaboration
progressed, general education teachers gained insight into the
perspectives of their special education counterparts on learner
variability.

The Application of Universal Design for Learning

Dr Coy'’s article ‘Using Universal Design for Learning in

Synchronous Online Instruction’ embraces the concept of using
an educational framework that guides the design of instructional
materials, assessments, and learning environments to meet the
diverse needs of all students, resulting in an inclusive learning
environment. She discusses the increasing trend of students with
disabilities opting for online courses but highlights the lack of
conclusive research on the factors that facilitate their educational
progress.

Through conveying the stories of virtual teachers and learners,
Dr Coy identified challenges encountered by special education
teachers and students with learning disabilities in online settings.
A literature review was used to outline findings from a recent
study on Universal Design for Learning in synchronous lessons.
For example, she explains how Sarah, a student with learning
disabilities and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, is able

to manage her learning style more effectively in an online
environment.

Dr Coy also included insights from interviews with leaders in virtual
schools, shedding light on industry challenges and concerns. She
concluded with a thoughtful consideration of the implications for
professional development activities in this context, including focal
areas of improvement with online education and the inclusion of
Universal Design for Learning in online classrooms.




The Future of Virtual schoo"ng teaching in virtual environments to be voiced, providing a strong
voice for additional support. With the demand for virtual schooling
increasing annually, and the positive learning environment

virtual schooling can create for students with disabilities, Dr Coy’s

research is more pertinent than ever.

Dr Coy's research highlights the importance of virtual schools for
a plethora of students, especially those with special educational
needs. Her research has addressed the concept from the
perspectives of both students and teachers. By performing
extensive literature reviews and interviews detailing the influence
of learning in a virtual environment, she has brought to light

the increased efficacy with which difficult situations that arise

in traditional schools may be mitigated. From the teacher’s
perspective, her case study allowed their experiences with co-
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Dr Coy hoped to understand the
challenges faced by teachers

in their first year of co-teaching

in an online environment, what
co-teaching designs they
implemented in their classrooms,
and how the co-teaching
experience impacted teacher
satisfaction during the first year of
implementation.
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Dr Kimberly Coy is an Associate Professor of Education at
California State University, Fresno, a position she has held since
2015. She gained her PhD in Special Education from Washington
State University in 2013. Before working in post-secondary
education, Dr Coy taught k-8 (kindergarten to 8th grade) general
and special education, including working in a full-time online
public school. Her areas of interest include online and digital
learning environments, special education, neurodiversity and its
impact on education, radical inclusion, and teacher preparation.
She has won several research grants to support her research

and allow her to delve deeper into the complexities of online and
digital learning environments and explore the nuances of special
education. Currently, Dr Coy is working with students in the Masters
of Arts in Special Education and the Doctorate of Education in
Educational Leadership programmes, in addition to teacher
preparation for both general education and education specialists.
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