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Abstract 
Despite increased interest in K–12 online education, student engagement deficits and the resulting student 
attrition remain widespread issues. The Academic Communities of Engagement (ACE) framework theorizes 
that two groups support online student engagement: the personal community of support and the course 
community of support. However, more evidence is needed to understand how members of these 
communities, especially parents, support students in various contexts. Using insights gleaned from 14 semi-
structured interviews of parents with students enrolled in online secondary school, this study adds support 
to the roles identified in the ACE framework by presenting real examples of parents supporting their online 
students’ affective, behavioral, and cognitive engagement. Findings also confirm patterns found in previous 
research that are not explained using the ACE framework, such as parental advocacy, communication with 
teachers, and self-teaching. We discuss how a systems approach to conceptualizing the ACE communities 
allows the framework to more accurately capture parents' perceived experiences within the personal 
community of support. We also discuss implications for both practitioners and members of students’ 
support structures. 

Keywords: learner engagement, distance education, electronic learning, virtual schools, secondary 
education, parent role 

  



“Someone in Their Corner”: Parental Support in Online Secondary Education 
Hanny, Graham, West, and Borup 

 

86 
 

Introduction 
Enrollment in K–12 online learning continues to increase, despite attrition rates that are higher than those 
for in-person classes (Freidhoff, 2021). One explanation could be a lack of student engagement (Borup, 
2016), defined as a student’s ability and drive to apply themselves cognitively, affectively, and behaviorally 
to their coursework—something that may be more difficult to develop in online settings due to fewer 
opportunities for interaction and increased learner isolation (Martin & Bolliger, 2018). 

In the Academic Communities of Engagement (ACE) framework, Borup et al. (2020) proposed that student 
engagement in online courses increases when two communities support students: the course community, 
which includes teachers, classmates, and other supports within the course, and the personal community, 
which exists independently of students’ course enrollment. K–12 students’ parents or guardians are primary 
actors within their personal community of support, as research has shown parental influence is important 
to student achievement in traditional, in-person classes as well as online courses (Black, 2009; Jeynes, 
2007). 

The ACE framework also highlights types of support students could receive from their personal 
communities to increase their affective, behavioral, and cognitive engagement, such as academic 
mentoring, behavior monitoring, and encouragement (Borup et al., 2020). However, limited research exists 
on specific parental roles within the personal community of support, how those roles appear in various 
contexts, and how they support student engagement. Without such evidence, researchers lack a foundation 
to explore the implications of the framework. Additionally, practitioners, parents, and other supportive 
actors in students’ education may struggle to apply implications built on theoretical underpinnings instead 
of relatable case studies. 

 

Statement of the Problem 
This research sought to more deeply understand the roles parents play in secondary students’ online 
education through the lens of the ACE framework. Parental roles in the personal community of support are 
particularly important in online school settings, as parents or guardians are often the adults who are 
physically present when students are engaging in remote education. Understanding the parental role is 
therefore an important step in knowing how to assist both students and their support structures in these 
settings. In exploring this problem, we analyzed parents’ support from the parents’ perspectives to 
understand how they perceive both their supportive roles and their experiences therein. 

 

Literature Review 
The purpose of this review is to (a) briefly introduce the research base studying student engagement, (b) 
explain what the ACE framework adds to our understanding of student engagement, and (c) review current 
research regarding parental support roles. 
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The Construct of Student Engagement 
Student engagement has been described as the “holy grail of learning” (Sinatra et al., 2015, p. 1)—an 
appropriate phrase emphasizing both the importance and elusiveness of the construct. Its importance has 
been reaffirmed by research linking engagement to student achievement, academic persistence, better 
mental health, and fewer delinquent behaviors (Wang & Degol, 2014). However, research has also 
confirmed the construct’s elusiveness, as many can agree on its multidimensional nature but not on the 
specific dimensions that compose it (Reschly & Christenson, 2012). These disagreements relate to what 
types of engagement are considered in defining student engagement and what grain, or scope, should be 
considered as affecting student engagement (Sinatra et al., 2015). 

For the purposes of this study, we adopted Borup et al.’s (2020) definition of engagement. Specifically, 
following a review of the literature, Borup et al. (2020, p. 813) identify and define three dimensions of 
learner engagement: affective (“emotional energy associated with involvement”), behavioral (“physical 
behaviors [energy] required to complete course learning activities”), and cognitive (“mental energy exerted 
towards productive involvement”). For scope, we consider the individual student, as opposed to a school or 
class, but we attempt to account for the learner’s characteristics and their personal and learner 
environments, since each of these influences the student’s ability to engage in learning activities (Borup et 
al., 2020; Figure 1). With engagement, as Reschly, Christenson, and Wylie (2012) summarize, “both the 
individual and context matter” (p. vi). 

Figure 1 

Facilitators, Dimensions, and Results of Engagement 

 

Note. Adapted from “Academic Communities of Engagement: An Expansive Lens for Examining Support Structures 

in Blended and Online Learning,” by J. Borup, C. R. Graham, R. E. West, L. Archambault, & K. J. Spring, 2020, 
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Educational Technology Research and Development, 68(2), p. 811 (https://doi.org/10.1007/s11423-020-09744-x). 

Copyright 2020 by Springer Nature. 

The Academic Communities of Engagement Framework 
The ACE framework is founded on the theory that others’ support can increase students’ academic 
engagement. This theory considers the entire system supporting the learner and has ideological roots in 
Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) ecological theory of child well-being and development and Vygotsky’s (1978) zone 
of proximal development, which postulates that the level of achievement students can accomplish is greater 
with the help of others. The ACE framework groups the support actors within Bronfenbrenner’s 
mesosystem of support into two communities: the personal community of support (i.e., the actors who 
support a student before, during, and after a specific course) and the course community of support (i.e., the 
actors associated with the student because of and for the duration of a particular course) (see Figure 2). 
Given online students’ lack of physical contact with the course community, the personal community—
especially the parent(s)/guardian(s)—is of particular importance in online school settings. 

Figure 2 

Academic Communities of Engagement (ACE) Framework 

 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11423-020-09744-x
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Note. The support communities help bridge the gap between what the student can do alone (inner black triangle) and 

what they need for academic success (outer triangle depicted with black, dashed lines). From “Academic Communities 

of Engagement: An Expansive Lens for Examining Support Structures in Blended and Online Learning,” by J. Borup, 

C. R. Graham, R. E. West, L. Archambault, & K. J. Spring, 2020, Educational Technology Research and 

Development, 68(2), p. 810 (https://doi.org/10.1007/s11423-020-09744-x). Copyright 2020 by Springer Nature. 

The Roles of Parents 
This section summarizes typical parental support roles in online settings. While some roles serve multiple 
dimensions, most can be categorized as supporting either affective, behavioral, or cognitive engagement. 
Hanny (2022) conducted a thorough examination of parental roles and how they fit into the three 
dimensions of engagement; highlights are given here. 

Previous studies have shown several ways parents help their online students emotionally invest in learning. 
For example, parents help students have a positive academic experience by encouraging and nurturing them 
(Borup et al., 2019; Borup et al., 2015; Hasler Waters, 2012). They also provide support by motivating 
students and helping them set goals (Borup, 2016; Curtis & Werth, 2015; Hasler Waters, 2012; Hasler 
Waters & Leong, 2014; Keaton & Gilbert, 2020). 

Parents can inspire behavioral engagement by supporting and enabling student participation in course-
based activities. These can be one-time acts, such as providing space to complete schoolwork (Downes, 
2013; Novianti & Garzia, 2020), or occasional acts, such as monitoring student work (Borup et al., 2015; 
Oviatt et al., 2018) and helping with weekly schedules (Hasler Waters, 2012; Oviatt et al., 2018). Similarly, 
parents can support student participation in extracurricular activities, and for some families, this schedule 
flexibility is the primary motivation behind enrolling their children in online courses (Harvey et al., 2014). 
However, behavioral support can also be constant, such as when parents manage student work (e.g., 
checking every submission for completeness; Borup et al., 2019; Rice et al., 2019) or provide daily 
organizational support (Hasler Waters & Leong, 2014; Curtis & Werth, 2015). 

Parents also help online students cognitively engage in their work. This primarily occurs as tutoring or 
teaching students required content (Borup & Kennedy, 2017; Keaton & Gilbert, 2020). However, a few 
studies have reported parents providing cognitive support by assessing student knowledge (Cwetna, 2016; 
Downes, 2013) and otherwise reinforcing learned content (Hasler Waters, 2012). 

Additional roles exist in the literature that do not fit cleanly in the ACE framework. These roles include 
leveraging external resources (Cwetna, 2016; Rice et al., 2019), communicating with the teacher or school 
(Borup et al., 2019), analyzing student needs (Downes, 2013; Hasler Waters, 2012), self-teaching content 
(Curtis & Werth, 2015; Cwetna, 2016), aiding student development (e.g., helping students develop study 
skills or integrity; Borup & Kennedy, 2017; Hasler Waters, 2012), and advocating on behalf of the student 
(Franklin et al., 2015; Rice et al., 2019). These roles are important aspects of what parents do within the 
personal community of support, but the ACE framework does not currently account for them. 

While the abovementioned studies provide a view of parental roles in various capacities and environments, 
additional case studies in varied contexts are needed to develop the transferability of the ACE framework. 
Just as important as the situations in which the ACE framework explains parental roles are those it cannot 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11423-020-09744-x
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explain, as these negative cases may reveal additional insights. Finally, a variety of sources is necessary to 
understand these roles, including self-reported data from parents of online students. 

 

Methods 
In this study, we sought to further understand the role of parents in the personal support community as 
well as the interconnections between parental support, students’ abilities to independently engage, and the 
support of course communities. In this section, we will describe the school setting and our method for 
recruiting participants. Then we will describe our methods for data collection and analysis, as well as 
possible limitations and ethical considerations in our research design. 

Participants 
Participants in this study were parents of students enrolled full-time in a public online secondary school in 
the Intermountain West region of the United States. We administered a recruitment survey via the school’s 
regular parent e-mail and selected participants from those who responded based primarily on students’ 
grade levels and parents’ self-reported involvement levels. Within these strata, we considered other 
demographic information to recruit diverse experiences and voices. 

Sampling limitations include limited transferability of parents’ experiences since we recruited from a single 
school. Self-selection bias was possible, as parents willing to complete a recruitment survey and commit to 
an interview are likely more engaged in their child’s education. We did not collect demographic information 
such as sex and socioeconomic characteristics, so it is unclear if interviewed parents represented a 
distribution across these and other demographics. 

Setting 
The fully online school served students in grades 7 to 12. Each grade level housed 200 to 300 students, all 
from within the state. The school website contained an information page encouraging parents to participate 
in their child’s education but reassuring them that involvement was optional due to low teacher–student 
ratios. The website also advertised an optional parent–teacher social media connection and regular parent-
focused meetings. While the school’s characteristics and approach to parent–school partnerships may limit 
transferability for this study’s results, it provided an environment in which parents were neither required 
nor pressured to participate. 

Data Collection 
We sampled and interviewed 14 parents. The purpose of the 30–45-minute, semi-structured interviews was 
to reveal parents’ roles and involvement in their students’ online education. Initial questions inquired about 
parents’ typical roles, parents’ levels of involvement, and how parental roles interacted with other elements 
of students’ education. However, the semi-structured format allowed for the exploration of themes within 
parents’ responses. 
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Data Analysis 
We analyzed the interview data in two phases. The first phase followed open coding based on Creswell and 
Poth’s (2018) approach to grounded theory. Open coding was the most appropriate coding approach for 
this study due to its exploratory and case study nature (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Three researchers formed 
the data analysis team. We each read one to two interviews, looking for roles that parents described having 
in their student’s online education. We then discussed the codes we found before analyzing two to four more 
interviews each. At the next meeting, we combined codes into common categories (axial codes) for use in 
analyzing the remaining interviews. 

Next, the three researchers met again to discuss the axial codes. While this first set of axial codes was 
influenced by prior research completed regarding the ACE framework, another underlying coding structure 
that ran across these axial codes was noticed. While they were not true “selective” codes as defined by 
Creswell and Poth (2018), these categories acted as another axis by which the codes could be arranged in a 
matrix (Figure 3). The initial axial codes related to how parents were supporting their students (affectively, 
behaviorally, or cognitively), but the secondary axial codes reflected patterns in how parents delivered this 
support, whether directly to the students or by influencing one of the other communities of support. 

Figure 3 

Matrix Depicting Intersections Between Initial and Secondary Codes 

  Initial Axial Codes 

  Affective 

Roles 

Behavioral 

Roles 

Cognitive 

Roles 

Secondary 

Axial 

Codes 

Supporting Students Directly    

Increasing the Parent’s Ability    

Cultivating Student Capability    

Pursuing Course Community Support    

Intrigued by this second set of codes, we read through the interviews, looking specifically for examples that 
fit within each box of the matrix. Codes were indexed based on interview number, a subjective rating on the 
example’s strength, and a rough description or quote indicative of the example. The primary author then 
organized the strongest and most prevalent examples into a summary of results that was confirmed with 
the research team and the original interview participants. 
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Trustworthiness 
In qualitative research, the researchers are considered the “primary instruments” (Merriam, 1992, p. 20); 
as such, proving the trustworthiness of the data analysis is important. In this study, the researchers were a 
mix of parents, nonparents, and grandparents, and were biased to some extent in that they believed the role 
of the parent was important in children’s education. While only one of the researchers has had children 
enrolled in full-time online education, each has studied student support, student engagement, and online 
education. As blended and online modalities of education become more prevalent, we believe the role of 
parents will become more important and that the gap between students with home support and those 
without will become increasingly apparent. 

We sought to strengthen the trustworthiness of our findings through member checks on themes and 
findings, a diverse selection of authors for this research, and thick description in the form of extensive 
quotations within the results section. Five parents (36%) responded to member checks; each agreed with 
our findings. Some provided additional comments, but on all accounts, these addressed topics outside the 
scope of this paper. The trustworthiness of our results was further strengthened by stratifying research 
participants and considering each individual’s responses as a form of source triangulation to ensure the 
findings were not isolated occurrences. 

Limitations 
Limitations for this study include the usual transferability concerns of convenience sampling. However, the 
participants within the school were purposively chosen to collect diverse experiences. Further limitations 
include nonresponse bias created by lack of survey responses and availability for interviews. Observational 
and additional case study research may be required to include experiences of parents who are less likely to 
participate in a study such as this one. 

 

Findings and Discussion 
As foreshadowed by Figure 3, this study provided additional evidence for the ACE framework’s personal 
community of support, including case studies for parental affective, behavioral, and cognitive support 
mechanisms. However, the data also revealed a phenomenon new to the ACE framework: outside of the 
ACE roles, parents support students indirectly by influencing the support the student, parents, and course 
community can each provide. The results first present the direct support offered by parents, then the 
indirect support they provided. Each section is subdivided by how parents’ actions benefited student 
engagement. 

Directly Supporting the Student 
Parents in this study performed many roles similar to those found in previous research and corresponding 
to roles of the personal community of support as defined in the ACE framework (Borup et al., 2020; see 
Figure 2). 
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Affective Support 
In this study, the most represented affective roles parents played were in increasing student interest and 
motivation and creating an emotionally secure environment. Motivating students when their internal 
motivation failed is an echo of findings from previous research (Hasler Waters, 2012; Oviatt et al., 2018), 
but parents also emphasized encouraging students to pursue topics the students found engaging. Parents 
talked about being a “cheerleader” and “being present” so their children could feel like home was a healthy 
environment where “school is just a positive thing.” Previous research has mentioned parents needing to 
love and nurture school-aged children (Borup et al., 2019; Borup & Kennedy, 2017; Borup et al., 2015), but 
more research could be done on how parents create emotionally healthy home environments when children 
participate in online school. Research in higher education suggests emotional support may have a greater 
impact on student outcomes than financial support (Roksa & Kinsley, 2019), underscoring the need for 
researchers and practitioners to understand the impact and practice of providing emotional support in 
secondary education. 

Behavioral Support 
Results of this study emphasize three ways parents behaviorally support their students: organizing, 
monitoring, and managing—role tasks found in previous research. However, this study revealed important 
new nuances. 

For example, while many researchers have noted that parents help their online students with organization 
(Borup, 2016; Downes, 2013), parents in this study emphasized two subcategories: organizing time—such 
as scheduling and setting routines—and organizing space, by providing materials necessary for 
participation. 

While previous research has described both monitoring (Borup et al., 2015; Curtis & Werth, 2015; Cwetna, 
2016; Oviatt et al., 2018) and managing roles (Borup et al., 2017; Hasler Waters, 2012), this study 
illuminated an important differentiation. Monitoring was an almost universal role task; even the least 
involved parents expressed thoughts such as this: “My involvement was zero except for checking his 
grades.” Monitoring included checking on students, occasionally interfering to remove distractions, and 
tracking student progression. However, parents noted that this “depend[ed] on how [their children were] 
doing in school. If [they were] not doing well, it is harder, because we do have to be a little bit more strict 
with how we’re approaching [them].” This inclination sometimes compelled parents more comfortable in a 
monitoring role to assimilate a managing role, even metaphorically “holding [the student’s] hand” as they 
worked. Other managing roles included waking students, keeping them on a schedule, and “making sure 
that they get food throughout the day, meals, and making sure they also get outside.” While former research 
has noted that monitoring activities “varie[s] greatly across parents” (Borup et al., 2017, p. 7) and flexes 
based on students’ self-regulation (Borup et al., 2015), this study adds that this spectrum involves more 
than the time parents dedicate to their student’s academics; it also includes ownership as management of 
students’ schooling shifts from student to parental control. 

Cognitive Support 
Similar to that reported in previous research, most cognitive support roles parents reported involved 
tutoring (Borup, 2016; Borup & Kennedy, 2017; Keaton & Gilbert, 2020). Parents described this role on a 
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wide spectrum, from editing papers to answering questions to “basically, be[coming] a teacher for seven or 
whatever hours of the day, because [my child] needed me to be.” Some parents had the academic and 
experiential background for these roles (e.g., “My degree is in accounting and finance [and] I have a strong 
science background, too”), but others needed help from external sources (e.g., “For the most part we’ve 
been able to Google stuff and find videos to help [our students] … If you [want to] figure something out, you 
can find it on the Internet”). The varied sources parents report using for their tutoring information give 
merit to Stevens and Borup’s (2015) concern that parents should be careful in offering cognitive support, 
as their lack of subject matter expertise may disadvantage students (see also Borup, 2016). 

Increasing Parents’ Ability 
Parents realized they could not always support their children in their schooling as much as they desired, or 
enough to guide students to academic success. The second major finding of this study was that parental 
support included more than directly helping students with their academic needs, as presented in the ACE 
framework. One indirect category of support is when parents increase their capacity to further support 
students. Instead of acting as the personal community, parents seek to increase the support the personal 
community can provide in the future (see Figure 4). Like the direct support roles parents play, indirect roles 
in this category can be grouped into affective, behavioral, and cognitive roles. 

Figure 4 

Parents Increasing Their Own Abilities: Effect on the Personal Community of Support 
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Note. To help students reach the engagement necessary for academic success, parents increased the support the 

personal community could provide. Adapted from “Academic Communities of Engagement: An Expansive Lens for 

Examining Support Structures in Blended and Online Learning,” by J. Borup, C. R. Graham, R. E. West, L. 

Archambault, & K. J. Spring, 2020, Educational Technology Research and Development, 68(2), p. 810 

(https://doi.org/10.1007/s11423-020-09744-x). Copyright 2020 by Springer Nature. 

Indirect Affective Roles 
Parents reported many indirect affective role tasks, but the most prevalent were increasing parental ability 
to motivate and changing parental perspectives of success. For example, one parent said she had not yet 
mastered motivating her son, but she was learning by “just do[ing] things by trial and error.” Another mom 
echoed these sentiments, saying, “I’m learning how to motivate my kids, what works best.” She then 
explained she had learned to let her son work independently, but her daughter needed someone present to 
motivate her. Parents often initially struggled to motivate their children because “some things that worked 
in the past, maybe, on [another] day doesn’t really work because [the student is] just not in the mood.” It 
took time to learn effective techniques for offering affective support. 

Additionally, parents initially found offering emotional support difficult because their expectations clashed 
with their children’s desires or capabilities. Previous research has mentioned the parental role of setting 
expectations (Borup et al., 2019; Borup et al., 2015; Hasler Waters & Leong, 2014), but parents also have 
the prerequisite task of learning what expectations are appropriate. A parent in a study by Curtis and Werth 
(2015) also describes this role, calling it a “painful process” (p. 182). In our study, a mother explained, 

I’ve had to learn that not everyone was like me … Her [the student’s] talents and interests are so 
different from mine … and so just learning to appreciate that her school experience is going to be 
different from mine and that’s okay and her grades are going to be different from mine and that’s 
okay. 

Working to understand and change her perspective helped this mother situate herself to better motivate 
and encourage her daughter. 

Indirect Behavioral Roles 
The most prevalent way parents built their capacity to offer behavioral support was rearranging their 
schedules to be present while their child worked. Research has shown parents view physical presence as a 
supportive role (Curtis & Werth, 2015; Hasler Waters & Leong, 2014). Some parents found it sufficient, and 
had the flexibility, to change the hours they worked professionally. For example, one parent said, “[I] ended 
up starting my day super early so that I could get a big chunk of work done before he was up and going, and 
then I would be available” (for another example, see Hasler Waters, 2012). Other parents quit professional 
work to increase their availability. One mom was working and attending evening classes at a local college 
when she moved her children to online school. She recounted, “When we made the decision to go online, 
that made the decision for me to stay at home.” She left her job to be present with her students during the 
day and continue her own schooling at night. 
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Indirect Cognitive Roles 
Parents’ indirect cognitive engagement support roles frequently centered around a need for direct cognitive 
roles. Two frequent scenarios were (a) students requiring tutoring, for which parents needed to refresh their 
memory on a topic or teach themselves with the course resources, and (b) students soliciting help with an 
assignment, for which parents needed to learn to navigate software, such as a learning management system. 
One parent commented that online school facilitates parents’ ability to learn content for tutoring their 
children, because “if I need to help them … I can watch and do the materials. As opposed to a brick-and-
mortar school where … they bring homework and I was like, ‘sorry can’t help you, you don’t have a 
textbook.’” Other studies have also noted that parents watch students’ class sessions before tutoring their 
students (Curtis & Werth, 2015; Cwetna, 2016). 

Cultivating Student Capability 
In addition to parents increasing their ability to support their students, they also indirectly supported 
students by increasing students’ capability to help themselves (see Figure 5). By teaching students to be 
more independent in the future, parents often found their role in students’ personal community of support 
could decrease. 

Figure 5 

Parents Cultivating Student Capability: Effect on Independent Engagement 

 

Note. To help students reach the engagement necessary for academic success, parents increased students’ ability to 

independently engage. Adapted from “Academic Communities of Engagement: An Expansive Lens for Examining 
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Support Structures in Blended and Online Learning,” by J. Borup, C. R. Graham, R. E. West, L. Archambault, & K. J. 

Spring, 2020, Educational Technology Research and Development, 68(2), p. 810   (https://doi.org/10.1007/s11423-

020-09744-x). Copyright 2020 by Springer Nature. 

Organizational Independence: Behavioral 
As a counterpart to monitoring and managing, some parents taught students to create schedules and 
manage assignment expectations independently. This usually involved more work upfront—parents walked 
students through processes, gave them organizational tools, and consistently set expectations that they 
needed to monitor themselves. While this support did not directly impact students’ immediate success in 
specific classes, it gradually allowed parents to reduce direct behavioral roles without compromising 
academic success. Interestingly, parents did not always attribute this act to supporting academic success; 
instead, they were helping students “be prepared to be out on their own.” Previous research supports this 
finding as parents report feeling a duty to teach students “how to learn” (Hasler Waters, 2012; see also 
Borup et al., 2015; Hasler Waters et al., 2018). 

Emotional Resilience and Perspective: Affective 
Parents increased the long-term affective independent engagement of their children by helping them 
become emotionally resilient. One parent repeatedly taught the mantra “I just haven’t learned this yet” to 
help her son overcome his frequent frustration in education and sports. Another parent described helping 
her daughter develop the perspective that effort in school affects opportunities to attend desired college 
programs. One mother allowed her high-achieving child to gain this perspective by experience; she stated, 
“You have to let kids fail [struggle] so they can learn.” This mother deliberately watched her daughter’s 
progress from afar, allowing her to work through obstacles and intervening only occasionally. Unlike 
establishing high expectations (Borup et al., 2019; Borup et al., 2015; Hasler Waters & Leong, 2014), giving 
perspective increases intrinsic motivation and students’ future ability to independently engage. 

Pursuing Course Community Support 
A final indirect role clarified by this research was the support parents offered students by engaging with 
and helping to expand the influence of the course community (see Figure 6). 
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Figure 6 

Parents Pursuing Course Community Support: Effect on Course Community of Support 

 

Note. To help students reach the engagement necessary for academic success, parents increased the 
support the course community was providing. Adapted from “Academic Communities of Engagement: An 
Expansive Lens for Examining Support Structures in Blended and Online Learning,” by J. Borup, C. R. 
Graham, R. E. West, L. Archambault, & K. J. Spring, 2020, Educational Technology Research and 
Development, 68(2), p. 810  (https://doi.org/10.1007/s11423-020-09744-x). Copyright 2020 by Springer 
Nature. 

Selecting the Course Community 
This study is not unique in noting that participants actively chose to switch their children from traditional 
to online school environments (Borup & Stevens, 2016; Curtis & Werth, 2015). Usual reasons for this choice 
confirmed those noted in previous research (Borup & Stevens, 2016): a perceived deficit in the local 
traditional school, a family need, or, in the case of previously homeschooling parents, a perceived deficit in 
their own support. However, previous research has not acknowledged that entirely changing the course 
community of support is a primary task parents take on in helping their children receive the support 
necessary for academic success. Many parents spent extensive time researching school environments, 
experimenting with school systems, and asking for references from friends and family in trying to fulfill this 
role. 
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Connecting Students to School Resources 
Parents also played a role in connecting students to resources and support offered by the school. Especially 
because students were physically distant from their teachers, parents often redirected questions or concerns 
from the student, asking if they had contacted the teacher for support or reminding them to e-mail the 
teacher during office hours. Parents reported the importance of reading school communications so that 
both they and their children could be informed of school programs and other available resources. Cwetna 
(2016) notes that parents “make sure their child gets help, whether it be from the parent, teacher, or another 
resource” (p. 94). When schools make resources easy for parents and students to find, parents can support 
student engagement by helping students access these resources. 

Advocating 
In addition to ensuring students’ awareness of school resources, parents also occasionally advocated with 
the school to increase awareness of students’ needs. This was especially true for parents of students with 
disabilities and parents whose children struggled with specific subjects. Researchers studying these 
populations often identify advocate as an important role (Franklin et al., 2015; Rice et al., 2019). However, 
this study adds that advocacy is also important when students are enrolled in online and traditional schools 
simultaneously, as some physical schools were unaccustomed to the policies involved in dual enrollment, 
necessitating parental involvement to ensure students were not penalized for their online school 
enrollment. 

 

Conclusion 
This study has provided additional evidence supporting the ACE framework and identified patterns in past 
literature’s roles that did not neatly fit into the ACE framework, such as advocating and aiding student 
personal development. With this expanded view of the functions of the personal community of support 
comes important implications for research and practice. 

Implications for Research 
The ideological background for the ACE framework is founded in part on Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) 
ecological systems theory—that is, the idea that social interactions cannot be studied as individual pieces 
but must instead be studied within the systems in which they occur. Applying this ideology to the present 
study, student engagement cannot only be studied from the sole perspective of students, teachers, or 
parents but rather in terms of the interactions among the three. 

The ACE framework currently depicts interactions, but only those between the individual community actors 
and the student or, more precisely, their interactions with the student’s engagement (referred to as an 
egocentric approach in social network analysis; see Hanneman & Riddle, 2005). This study suggests that 
the ACE framework could be used more broadly to analyze the interactions between the various actors and 
how these interactions enhance or deter online student engagement. It further suggests that parental roles 
move beyond direct interactions with a student’s engagement in a specific course. Additional research could 
study whether the student, the course community, or other actors within the personal community also have 
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indirect roles in supporting student engagement. Research could also triangulate these self-reported results 
with evidence from teachers and students and analyze the respective effects of indirect and direct roles on 
student engagement. 

Another aspect of studying student engagement as a system is understanding that students are not the only 
actors that have context to consider. Parents, as the target of this research, also have individual backgrounds 
impacting the amount and type of support they provide. Parents make decisions and hold different roles 
based on these contexts. Additional research could study the motivations and contexts of parents to better 
understand parents’ desires and obstacles in providing both direct and indirect support. In this study, 
parents interacted not just with teachers but with the school itself. This indicates the course community 
also brings the context of existing within a larger school community. Interactions between this community 
and the individual course communities, as well as the personal community, may also shed light on the 
support students can receive from various support actors. 

Implications for ACE Community Members 
While implications for the various community actors are vast and nuanced by context, practitioners, 
parents, and students can all benefit from research surrounding student engagement and academic success. 

The importance of parents in the personal community of support is expanded when they become the 
supervising adult in their student’s education, as made evident during the COVID-19 pandemic (Novianti 
& Garzia, 2020). This research revealed that while parents almost universally accepted and filled many 
roles, some stumbled upon roles they did not anticipate. For example, multiple parents were surprised when 
they realized they could move their students out of brick-and-mortar school. Parents also discovered that if 
they invested time into understanding students’ needs, preparing themselves to support students and 
delegating responsibility to students, they had fewer direct supportive roles. Borup et al. (2013) found the 
amount of time parents were involved in supporting student schoolwork was not directly correlated with 
student academic success, which they attributed to parents becoming more involved after students fall 
short. Based on our findings, we agree that, in these situations, monitoring often changes to managing. 
However, this change involves not only an increase in parents’ time but also in parental control of students’ 
academic progress. This increase in control potentially decreases student ownership over their own work 
and may negatively affect students’ long-term academic engagement. 

While the parents in this study strove to improve their own abilities, it is important to remember that most 
parents of secondary students have never attended online school due to its recently becoming a mainstream 
option. Like families of first-generation college students that struggle in knowing how to offer support 
(Irlbeck et al., 2014), parents who never attended online school may need help understanding how to best 
support their children in online school. Additionally, while the increased availability of subject-specific 
content for parents enables them to perform direct cognitive support in ways more similar to those 
attributed to teachers (Borup et al., 2020), such increased confidence without formal instructional training 
may prove problematic if it leads to parents trying to replace the teacher as the content matter expert 
(Stevens & Borup, 2015). 
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Practitioners might benefit from knowing that, in this study, even in a school that emphasized student 
independence, almost all parents held an active role. While the course community supports students 
directly, practitioners can develop indirect support systems to help parents in their efforts to support 
students. Many parents noted the importance of open, regular communication with the school and teachers 
in helping them provide behavioral support; it may also be helpful to provide resources for parents giving 
affective and cognitive support as well. This can be as simple as making course materials available for 
parents in order to avoid parental reliance on YouTube and other external sources for tutoring support. 
Organizing parent help groups, in which parents can trade advice on effective strategies for helping online 
students, could also be helpful. Practitioners could lighten their supportive load in the same way parents 
do: by increasing student ability. For example, online schools could provide student training and templates 
for organization, making them available to parents who may also be helping students with self-
development. 

The importance of practitioner support may depend on the household. For example, parents in this study 
often increased the personal community’s indirect support by rearranging or reducing professional work 
schedules. However, some parents may lack the flexibility and financial means to use these strategies. 
Parents sometimes struggled to navigate school software, an even more difficult task for parents doing so 
in a second language. Parents with multiple children attuned to their students’ needs to prioritize their 
involvement with the most dependent child, but this strategy may leave other children unsupported. 
Practitioners should seek awareness of students’ and parents’ greater contexts so they can provide increased 
support, whether directly for the student or indirectly by mentoring parents about the demands of online 
school, the needs of their students, and the resources available for support. 

In conclusion, the ACE framework is a valuable depiction of student engagement support structures, with 
many of the roles currently held by parents nicely fitting within its umbrella. However, by using the 
framework as a tool to analyze the networks and interactions between the communities of support, we have 
gained a more complete view of how student support plays out in real contexts. What we lose in parsimony, 
we gain in ability to use the framework to capture the experiences of those supporting student engagement 
and, therefore, to understand and influence student academic success. 
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