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INTRODUCTION

On behalf of the Ontario Catholic School Trustees’ Association (“OCSTA”) we are pleased to provide a
submission on the recently introduced e-Learning model being developed for all school boards in Ontario
to the Ministry of Education. This submission reflects the position, concerns and recommendations of
Ontario’s 29 Catholic school boards and was developed after substantive discussion with our member
boards. It also outlines some areas that are of the utmost importance to OCSTA in respect of
denominational rights and Catholic education. The recommendations flowing from this submission are
designed to assist the Ministry in assessing the policy and implementation challenges with this proposed
new model of e-Learning, particularly within the context of the English Catholic education sector.

The Ontario Catholic School Trustees’ Association (OCSTA) was founded in 1930. It represents 237
elected Catholic trustees who collectively represent 29 English-language Catholic district school
boards. Together, these school boards educate approximately 545,000 students from junior
kindergarten to grade 12 and adults in continuing education programs province-wide.

Inspired by the Gospel, the Mission of the Ontario Catholic School Trustees’ Association is to provide
leadership, service and a provincial voice for elected Catholic school trustees who seek to promote and
protect publicly funded Catholic education in Ontario.

PROPOSED STRUCTURE OF E-LEARNING FRAMEWORK

On March 15, 2019 the Ministry of Education announced its new vision for primary and secondary
education in Ontario—Education that Works for You—Modernizing Classrooms. As part of its new
vision, the government is proposing that secondary school students take a minimum of four e-Learning
credits of the 30 credits needed to fulfill the requirements for receiving an Ontario Secondary School
Diploma. These changes will be phased in starting in the 2020-2021 school year. As proposed, the e-
Learning model will be mandatory and centrally controlled with one e-Learning course taken per year.
Exemptions may be made to these course requirements on a case by case basis. In terms of funding,
according to B-Memo: B08, the secondary programming amount in the Pupil Foundation Grant will no
longer be provided effective September 1, 2019.

CATHOLIC EDUCATION ISSUES WITH E-LEARNING

There are two fundamental requirements that any e-Learning model must respect regarding Catholic
education:

1. E-Learning curriculum in Catholic Schools must be developed and approved by Catholic school
boards;

2. E-Learning courses must be delivered by Catholic school teachers employed by Catholic school
boards.

These are necessary requirements to meet the distinctive nature of and denominational rights of Catholic
education in Ontario. Each are elaborated on in greater detail in the next section of the paper.

Constitutional Requirements for Respecting the Distinctive Nature of Catholic Education

The new e-Learning model must meet the constitutionally protected denominational rights of Catholic
school boards.

The hiring of teachers is of primary importance. Constitutional jurisprudence is clear that Catholic school
boards have the right to prefer Catholics in the hiring of teachers. (Daly v. Ontario, 1997; Ontario Court
of Appeal, 1999). To the extent that in applying the new e-Learning model, students in Catholic schools
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are taught by teachers not employed by Catholic School Boards due to the centralized delivery of all e-
Learning courses, then the policy would prejudicially affect the denominational rights of Catholic school
supporters and thus be unconstitutional.

A second consideration relates to how the curriculum for e-Learning courses is developed. Recent
constitutional law has established that Catholic education requires that Catholic values be imbued
throughout the course curriculum (Caldwell v. Stuart, 1984; OECTA v. Ontario, 2001). In addition, the
law is clear that Catholic boards have the constitutional right to adapt curriculum to reflect Catholic
values.

To the extent the centralized model of e-Learning fails to allow Catholic boards to adapt and approve
curriculum taught in Catholic Schools, then again it violates the constitutionally protected rights of
Catholic school boards.

The current course offerings from the LMS system (roughly 70 e-Learning courses) do not intentionally
offer curriculum content that reflects Catholic values or reflect key aspects integral to Catholic faith
formation. Within the current e-Learning system, once e-Learning courses are developed, they are sent to
Catholic boards which adapt/approve the courses in order to ensure Catholic values are reflected in the
courses. However, with the centralization of all e-Learning courses under the new model, there is a risk
that Catholic boards won’t be able to adapt/modify the curriculum to meet Catholic values.

OCSTA’S KEY CONCERNS

Teacher/Student Relationship

In Catholic Schools, the teacher-student interaction and relationship is at the heart of faith formation of
students. It is the teacher who models and gives witness to Gospel values. Catholic education occurs
within a context of learning in which all curriculum subjects are inspired and informed by the Catholic
faith. Our schools strive to build a community of faith. OCSTA is concerned that diminishing the right of
Catholic School Boards to adapt and approve curriculum with centrally-controlled and mandatory e-
Learning courses will fragment the learning experience of our students and undermine the purpose of our
distinctive educational system.

Curriculum Design and Delivery

As noted above, it is imperative that teachers employed by Catholic boards deliver e-Learning courses
and that Catholic boards adapt and approve curriculum for all e-Learning courses. OCSTA is concerned
that teachers not employed by Catholic Boards and/or private contractors may be involved in delivering
and developing the e-Learning curriculum. Either would compromise our denominational rights.

OCSTA recognizes that in-class teaching is the most effective option for the majority of students because
the student-teacher relationship allows for individualized instruction based on a student’s needs. Many
Catholic boards have developed optional e-Learning courses. In the recent past, the Ministry funded
Catholic curriculum e-Learning groups to develop e-Learning courses that are consistent with Catholic
teaching and values. However, the funding ended and was replaced by the generic LMS system and
curriculum for all students. OCSTA believes that Catholic students registered in Catholic schools must be
able to access e-Learning courses that reflect and promote Catholic values and traditions.

E-Learning and Special Education Students

Given the findings from the Michigan’s adoption of at least one online learning course and their
conclusion that 25% of their students were not successful in that setting, there should be multiple cautions
raised with respect to students who are undertaking online courses for credit recovery and students with
Individual Education Plans. A key consideration for our Catholic school boards is to ensure that each
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student receives those educational resources needed for maximizing their individual learning potential.
This is core to the mission of our system.

A small study by Dynarski (2017) for the Brookings Institute showed that students who wanted to
accelerate their learning were more successful with online courses than students who had learning
challenges. The implication of this finding is that students who have an identified learning exceptionality
should select online courses with local (district or school) supervision so that the instructor has relevant
information from the IEP. In this way, the course content can more easily be modified to accommodate
the student’s needs and to assess the student.

Labour Relations Issues

Some Catholic boards have existing collective agreement language that will be relevant to the proposed e-
Learning model. Class size considerations will also be a key issue within the new model.

Teacher In-Service Training Issues

The new e-Learning model will also require an extensive training regimen since teaching an online course
is very different from teaching live in the classroom. This will require additional resources for boards in
order to offer professional development and require Faculties of Education to train new teachers on this
model more extensively.

Training every teacher would be very expensive and with e-Learning possibly replacing 13% of all
classes taught in a secondary school, it would be more reasonable to have some subject specialists trained.
Furthermore, not all courses are suitable for an online delivery system which means that the pool of both
courses and teachers available for this model is further reduced. Many courses require labs,
demonstrations, and “hands on” assessment such as physical education, technical courses and science.
Although some of them are available on the LMS, they do not lend themselves to online delivery models
unless they use Blended e-Learning. Blended e-Learning has both an online component and a classroom
portion.

As one large Catholic board notes,

13

. the hiring and training of appropriate teaching personnel will need to be given serious
consideration. Not all teachers are comfortable or effective at using technology as a pedagogical
tool to enhance and deepen learning. Not all schools will be able to have on site teachers with the
understanding of the VLE to provide support to students in an online environment. There needs to
be a comfort level among students and teachers with navigating the online classroom (ie:
workflow, online tools, submitting assignments, accessing feedback, communicating with an
instructor). In reality, classroom learning is negatively impacted if appropriate scaffolding,*
teacher questioning based on student input, and ongoing assessment and feedback is not provided
in real-time. The use of technology will not change this fact.”

The comments of this Catholic school board are fully supported in the literature on online learning.
Teachers of online learning need to be specialists in how to use technology for online learning, and
content-specific specialists. The TPACK framework of teacher competencies (Michra and Koehler, 2006)
is one way to consider the interactions among these skills, because the teachers are not only required to be
specialist in the areas, but they are also specialists in how these areas interact with each other.
Technological pedagogical knowledge for example, describes the connections between the technology
tools and specific types of pedagogy. See: https://educationaltechnology.net/technological-pedagogical-
content-knowledge-tpack-framework/

1 In education, scaffolding refers to a variety of instructional techniques used to move students progressively
toward stronger understanding and, ultimately, greater independence in the learning process.
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Broadband Access for Northern, Rural and Remote Boards

E-Learning courses of the scale being contemplated by the Ministry require consistent broadband access
and the availability of computer technology. But many students and families don’t have access to
broadband technology at home and many rural and northern schools lack sufficient broadband capacity
and computer technology required for the mandatory e-Learning courses being proposed.

Student Issues

Based on the experience of our boards with e-Learning, the following concerns have been identified:

Time management skills are required for successful completion of course work;
Planning and maintaining a schedule of work;

A high degree of independence as a learner;

Advanced communication, reading and comprehension skills;

Culturally appropriate curriculum for Indigenous students;

Access to up to date software and related computer technology.

Other scheduling issues with e-Learning are also noted for the successful implementation. As one large
Catholic board notes:

“The flexibility of e-Learning to fit student timetables and pathway needs is a positive option for
many senior level students. However, if large numbers of students are enrolled in e-Learning, the
guestion of student supervision, device distribution and management, wifi signal and bandwidth,
and physical spaces to host students will need to be considered. In addition, parents and
caregivers will need to take a more active role and responsibility in monitoring their children if a
large scale, asynchronous model of learning? is available to all students. The likelihood of student
success, motivation, and progress will need to be more closely monitored outside of school
hours.”

2 Asynchronous learning is a student-centered teaching method that uses online learning resources to facilitate
information sharing outside the constraints of time and place among a network of people.
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CURRENT RESEARCH ON E-LEARNING IN SECONDARY SCHOOLS

While there are some similarities between the proposal for e-Learning offered by the Ontario government
and e-Learning programs in the US, there have been lessons learned in the US that can benefit new e-
program initiatives. The model that was first suggested in the US was a state-led virtual school, but this
has changed. Most of the States offer multiple programs - presently, there are 478 virtual schools
reporting from approximately 40 U.S. states (https://nces.ed.gov). In comparison, the United Kingdom’s
approach has been to establish 10 regional broadband program consortia who develop e-classroom
materials matched to local needs (Boulton, 2008).

Michigan was the first state to reportedly mandate e-Learning but, in effect, Michigan expanded course
access by allowing every parent the right to enroll their child in an online course. The stated goal of the
State Board of Education in Michigan is that a student has at least one virtual learning experience prior to
graduation. While this has been interpreted to be an online course, there are criteria attached. It must be a
“blended approach” taught by highly-qualified teachers, with opportunities for individual instruction and
group collaboration. It must use multiple communication channels and requires a student-to-teacher ratio
that allows for relationship building (State of Michigan Department of Education, 2013).

Michigan States Virtual Learning group recently published key findings about e-Learning effectiveness
and best practices from the past 15 years. The research recommends offering e-Learning courses on a
limited basis initially until students show success. It also suggests offering choice to students and parents,
considering student need and readiness. Many students access online learning for credit recovery and
these students require more individualized approaches to learning (Freidhoff, 2019).

Best Practices: Michigan reports annually on the success of students in e-Learning courses which
informs policy and allows multiple e-programs to monitor their performance. Best practices from the
most successful programs are used to inform other programs through intentional design. Secondly,
Freidhoff recommends that the focus be on “high touch” (teacher-student interaction) rather than focusing
on high-tech models. He has found that a “wrap around success model” of the school staff, the online
instructor and the parent collaborating with the student provides the most success. Despite these efforts,
he cautions that Michigan has found that not all, but 75% of students, adapt to online learning (Freidhoff,
2019).

Policy Considerations: While early research on online learning focused on post-secondary, current
research from the US and UK provides some direction for education authorities contemplating e-
Learning. The National Education Association (US) has published policy guidelines for quality e-
Learning. Policy decisions to offer online courses should be based on clear criteria such as filling gaps in
course offerings or assisting underserved students or enriching the curriculum. Secondly, there should be
a funding process in place to fund both course development and the selection of purchased courses.
Policies need to be in place for enrolment. There should be processes to outline whether the state or
district is responsible for ensuring student access to equipment, software, connections, resources and
technical support. There must be programs in place to ensure the preparedness of instructors to teach
online and the ongoing monitoring and evaluation of the online teacher. Some of these quality assurance
issues need to be addressed at the school district level. A determination regarding whether they are
addressed locally or by the broader education authority needs to be addressed prior to program
implementation (NEA, 2006).

Technology Acceptance: Research has shown that successful e-Learning is connected to the user’s
acceptance of the technology — it must be perceived as needed or useful, and the technology must be easy
to use. This is known as the technology acceptance model or TAM (Venkatesh & Davis, 2000). Students
new to e-Learning are not used to sitting in front of a laptop working on their own, and students have
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repeatedly indicated that they need to be able to interact with other students and the teacher (Boulton,
2008).

Social Presence: Most adolescent learners have come to understand the internet as a social space. Work
environments now have various mediated forms of interaction that substitute for being physically in the
same room. With the ability to maintain contact across space and time through multimodal means, today’s
learners may be more accustomed to just-in-time, personalized access than to the “distance education”
courses that were offered in the past. This sense of being co-present with another person in a mediated
space has come to be known as social presence (Biocca et al., 2006). A well-established theory of online
learning in Canada establishes the need for social presence and teacher presence (See Anderson, 2004).
Multiple researchers have found support for the importance of dialogue among teachers and students, and
that increased interaction results in increased motivation and satisfaction for students (Moallen, 2015).
Researchers at the EI lab at Ontario Tech University have shown that student connection in online courses
increases with the use of video and audio and similar affordances of some online learning environments
(See van Oostveen et al., 2018).

Open Education: Learning Management systems (LMS) are ubiquitous on university campuses
(Dahlstrom et al., 2014) and have been a stalwart of university online courses since the late 1990’s. The
landscape of online learning is changing in post-secondary, however, from a focus on university-issued
hardware and proprietary software toward innovation. New tools such as the Google suite allow for more
flexibility for the learner to choose (and maintain) individual computing hardware. Online courses are
becoming more sophisticated, polysynchronous environments (Delgano, 2014; Robertson et al., 2018).
The advent of BYOD in universities has raised questions about the functionality of the LMS, especially
with respect to slowing down innovation. For example, the LMS facilitates the transmission of
information but not as much transformational pedagogy that is shaped by both the learner and the
instructor (using Miller & Seller’s (1990) typology). The LMS might be characterized as a portal that
automates administrative practices but one that is not instrumental in altering pedagogy.

Open education considers more than the LMS. For example, a BC Campus research report finds that open
textbooks make schooling more affordable for students in higher education. (Jhangiani et al., 2016). Open
pedagogy, which is defined as the place where theories about teaching, learning, technology and social
justice enter into conversations, inform the development of educational practices and structures
(Retrieved from http://openpedagogy.org/open-pedagogy/) There is also open technology, which looks at
the open sharing of collaborative, flexible learning and teaching practices. (Cape Town Open Education
Declaration, 2007).

Effect of Student Readiness on Student Success

With the demand of online learning in secondary education increasing across the province (People for
Education, 2019), retention of students in e-Learning has been suggested as being one of the greatest
challenges (Herbert, 2006; Heyman, 2010). The withdraw and failure rates for online courses are being
reported as being significantly higher than on-site, face-to-face courses (Bos & Shami, 2006; Heyman,
2010). Bettinger and Loeb (2017) have presented statistics that show students with lower achievement
levels in conventional classes generally perform worse in online courses than their peers (cited from
People for Education, 2019). Some studies have shown the withdraw rates in e-Learning courses to be
between 10 percent and 20 percent higher than courses being taught in conventional classrooms
(Frankola, 2001; He, Xu, & Kruck, 2014; Patterson & McFadden, 2009).

A student’s readiness in taking an online course can have an impact on performance, academic outcomes,
and retention rates (Demir Kaymak & Horzum, 2013; Geiger, Morris, Suboez, Shattuck, & Viterito,
2014; Oliver, Osbourne, Patel, & Kleiman, 2009). Readiness can be defined by several factors, including
individual attributes (such as motivation, perseverance, learning intentions and goals), learning styles, life
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factors, technical expertise and knowledge, reading rate and recall, and typing speed and accuracy (Demir
Kaymak & Horzum, 2013; Geiger et al., 2014; Osborne et al., 2009).

Content Knowledge and Instructional Practices

Research Support for Similar Approaches: Research consistently indicates that the transition to online
learning for teachers and for students is significant and may be underestimated in planning designs (See
for example Boulton, 2008; DiPietro et al, 2010; Robertson et al., 2012). These cautions point to a need to
scaffold or build student capacity for e-Learning experiences. Blended learning can begin naturally with
the increased use of technology for learning, collaborating, and assessment in the regular classroom.
Students who have used technology for learning through a coordinated school district plan will be better
prepared for online courses and what they entail. Research also consistently supports a carefully-scaled
plan of integration of online courses that include a well-qualified teacher presence (Friedhoff, 2018;
Michigan Department of Education, 2013).

Allowing implementation choices through policies that define the role of districts in student programming
and support is recommended (NEA, 2006). Encouraging open sharing of resources and open education
platforms allows for more innovation in programming and more site-specific problem-solving. The
training of highly-qualified teachers to support e-Learning is also recommended across multiple research
studies. For a comprehensive review of (early) best practices, K-12 online, see DiPietro et al., 2010.

OCSTA POLICY AND IMPLEMENTATION RECOMENDATIONS

To address these policy and program implementation challenges, OCSTA recommends the following for
the Ministry’s consideration:

1. Ensure Catholic boards work with the Ministry to develop and approve an e-Learning curriculum
that will be delivered by teachers employed by Catholic boards to students in all Catholic boards
in Ontario. This could involve, for example, the Ontario Catholic eLearning Consortium, the
Institute for Catholic Education and panels of Catholic education experts.

2. Consider “Blended’ e-Learning/classroom courses for those students and curriculum that require
face-to-face interactions. For example, Religious Education courses in Catholic schools often
require student participation in retreats and related activities not possible through digital learning
experiences.

3. Create a process such as a series of Ministry of Education working groups with key education
stakeholders to formally identify the key policy/program implementation issues that must be
addressed and managed as soon as possible. This may involve representatives from other
ministries such as Children Community and Social Services, Infrastructure, Health and Long
Term Care. This will include issues such as:

= exception criteria for students with special needs, impacts on student mental health and
well-being;

= gscaling of technology to accommodate the new e-Learning model,

= pre-service and in-service teacher education;

= board resources (device access/support).

= The flexibility of Catholic boards to deliver and modify e-learning courses, either through
a student’s home board or another Catholic board.

4. Respect the Collective Bargaining process and address the labour relations issues in moving to
the new e-Learning model.
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5. Review those parts of the GSN that support computer technology and funding for broadband
modernization to ensure that boards have the resources to support students that may not have
access to computer technology/internet access at home.

6. Review, and if necessary modify, the current timeline for implementation to ensure the new
model can be scaled to the substantial number of new students that will enroll in e-Learning
courses.

CONCLUSION

In summary, the government’s new model of e-Learning represents a significant policy shift in how on-
line learning courses are funded and delivered across the province at the present time. This will impact
not only school boards but teachers, parents and most especially students.

OCSTA believes that the Ministry needs to clarify how the implementation process will be introduced by
the Ministry in collaboration with boards. The labour relations and funding issues are significant both for
boards and the Ministry as e-Learning increases its scale substantially. In addition, the model being
proposed poses serious challenges to Catholic education, where the teacher-student relationship is critical
for learning, student success and faith formation. Finally, the Ministry needs to address issues of student
and teacher capacity as well as broadband and hardware capacity prior to making any e-Learning course
requirements mandatory.
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