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Abstract
The problem addressed in this study was that although current literature has highlighted
the importance of student digital learning communities (DLCs), there was limited
information about how middle school teachers provide guidance to students and
successfully build and monitor DLCs to foster student engagement and academic success
in online education settings. Framed by Mishra and Koehler’s technological pedagogical
content knowledge model, the purpose of this qualitative study was to explore middle
school teachers' perspectives of their role in student DLCs and instructional elements
needed to guide students, build and monitor DLCs, and foster engagement and academic
success. Semistructured interviews were conducted with 8 middle school teachers in one
southwestern state in the United States who had at least 1 year of teaching experience and
used digital tools to teach any subject. Content analysis using a priori and open coding
yielded four themes indicating middle school teachers see their role as (a) designing and
integrating digital tools to build engaging DLCs and (b) managing DLCs by setting
routines and monitoring participation, and teachers (c) use interactive engagement and (d)
lead by modeling and scaffolding to support student success. Findings may inform
educational policies and practices to improve student online engagement and their
success in online and blended learning environments. Positive social change may result
when school administrators support middle school teachers use and application of
instructional digital tools critical to student success, which may enhance students’ digital
literacy, bridging opportunity gaps among students, and preparing students for lifelong

success in a connected world.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study

The focus of this study was on middle school teachers' perspectives on student
digital learning communities (DLCs) and their roles within these communities.
Understanding teachers’ perspectives on DLCs is important for realizing the full potential
of technological infrastructure in enhancing student outcomes, as emphasized by Pesaturo
et al. (2022). Despite widespread acknowledgment of technology's contribution to student
success, Mumtaz et al. (2022) found a lack of research on how teachers viewed and
supported DLCs. This study may contribute to positive social change by increasing
understanding of middle school teachers’ roles in DLCs and the instructional elements
they identify as critical to student DLC success, thereby enhancing students’ digital
literacy, bridging opportunity gaps among students, and preparing students for lifelong
success in a connected world. The findings have the potential to inform educational
policies and practices, enhance the effectiveness of DLCs, and improve student
engagement and academic outcomes in digital learning environments.

In this chapter, I provide context within the contemporary technological-
educational environment and describe the research problem and gap in the research that
was the focus of my study. I then outline the study's purpose to fill this research gap and
present RQs aimed at exploring teachers’ perspectives. I describe the conceptual
framework that will direct the approach of the study, important terms and establish the
study's limits in the assumptions, scope, and delimitations sections. I address possible
shortcomings in the limitations section, highlight the study's possible influence on

teaching methods in the significance section, and end with a summary.



Background

Creating collaborative learning environments is crucial for adolescents' education.
According to Lagat and Concepcion (2022), creating collaborative learning environments
involved treating adolescents as co-constructors of knowledge and fostering supportive
relationships and engagement. By fostering student engagement and recognizing the
significance of their contributions, teachers established productive and purposeful
learning experiences for middle school students in DLCs, as highlighted by Malavasic
(2019). When teachers actively involved students in the learning process and valued their
input, it led to more meaningful and effective educational experiences.

Teacher participation is crucial for achieving optimal results in online learning
environments. Van Der Spoel et al. (2020) highlighted the importance of comparing
teachers' expectations and experiences in online teaching, indicating the need for teachers
to adapt and engage effectively in the online environment. The effective utilization of
online platforms is a crucial aspect of enhancing middle school students' learning
experiences (Fiorini et al., 2022). Online platforms offer several features that facilitate
learning, such as prompt responses to inquiries, positive reinforcement, social and
cognitive-focused course design, guidelines and support, gamification, and digital
confidence building (Alebaikan et al., 2022). Alebaikan et al. (2022) stated that by
implementing these features, a more engaging and effective learning environment could
be created for middle school students.

Digital literacy is crucial for middle school students as they access, evaluate, and

create digital information (Alakrash & Razak, 2021). Being proficient in digital tools is



essential for gathering and organizing learning materials, utilizing digital platforms, and
leveraging digital resources for educational purposes (Sharma & Sharma, 2021).
Proficiency in using digital tools is important, given the increasing reliance on digital
technologies for teaching and learning (Mehrvarz et al., 2021). Understanding the role of
teachers in DLCs is of paramount importance. Teachers are instrumental in enhancing
students' digital proficiency (Falloon, 2020). According to Paetsch and Drechsel (2021),
teachers are considered models of good practice for effectively utilizing DLCs. Using
digital resources in teaching has been shown to improve subject learning outcomes
(Falloon, 2020). Falloon highlighted the significance of enhancing students' proficiency
in leveraging educational applications and digital information to improve academic
performance.
Problem Statement

The problem addressed in this study was that although current literature has
highlighted the importance of student DLCs, there was limited information about how
middle school teachers provide guidance to students and successfully build and monitor
DLC:s to foster student engagement and academic success in online education settings.
Most research to date has focused on technology access or broad student outcomes but
offers little insight into teachers’ strategies and perspectives for guiding student
engagement, building community, and integrating technology, pedagogy, and content
knowledge (CK) to promote effective learning in DLCs (Falloon, 2020). This study

addressed this gap by exploring how middle school teachers describe their role in guiding
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students in DLCs and the instructional elements they use to develop and manage student
DLCs in online education settings.
Purpose
The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore middle school teachers'
perspectives of their role in student DLCs, and instructional elements needed to guide
students, build and monitor DLCs, and foster engagement and academic success. This
study was grounded in the interpretivist paradigm. Interpretivism, as a research paradigm,
is essential for understanding how individuals perceive and make sense of their world
(Emery & Anderman, 2020). This paradigm is characterized by an emphasis on
understanding the subjective experiences and perspectives of others (Dempsey & Mestry,
2023); in this study, these were the experiences and perspectives of teachers regarding
DLCs. The interpretive approach used in this research allowed for an in-depth
examination of the nuances of teachers' perspectives, recognizing that their beliefs and
practices are shaped by their experiences and interactions within their educational
settings. The interpretivist paradigm was deemed suitable for this research because it
guided me in considering the complexity of educational environments and the importance
of understanding the subjective experiences of teachers when integrating technology into
teaching and learning processes. The concept of interest was middle school teachers'
perspectives on student DL.Cs and their roles within them.
Research Questions

The following two research questions (RQs) guided this study:



RQ1: How do middle school teachers describe their role in the development and
management of student DLCs within online education settings?

RQ2: What instructional elements do middle school teachers identify as critical in
providing guidance to students and successfully build and monitor student DLCs?

Conceptual Framework

Mishra and Koehler's (2006) technological pedagogical content knowledge
(TPACK) framework was employed to define instructors' roles in providing
comprehensive guidance for managing DLCs and to identify the knowledge teachers
needed to integrate technology and content in educational settings. According to Mishra
and Koehler, TPACK encompasses the integration of technological and pedagogical
knowledge (PK), emphasizing the community aspect in DLCs; the perceived value of
these communities; barriers to participation; the role of teachers in facilitating student
engagement; and investigating how teachers balance content, technology, and pedagogy.

The TPACK framework related to the study’s RQs in that TPACK describes ways
teachers integrate technical and PK in developing student engagement. TPACK also
guided the development of interview questions that explored how teachers perceived their
integration of technology and pedagogy to increase student engagement and contribute to
their academic success. Analysis of interview data was likewise guided by TPACK to
categorize and interpret the data, focusing on how teachers integrated technology,
pedagogy, and CK in their teaching practices and their roles in student DLCs.

The TPACK framework has been widely recognized and respected in educational

contexts due to its capacity to promote instructional competency for 21st-century teachers



by integrating technology, pedagogy, and CK (Nisa & Aryni, 2023). The TPACK
framework is considered vital for teachers to enhance their self-efficacy beliefs, in that
research has indicated that teachers with higher self-efficacy are more likely to develop
strong TPACK skills, which are critical for effective technology-assisted instruction
(Zeng et al., 2022). As a result, TPACK served as the conceptual framework for this
study, enabling an analysis of middle school teachers' perspectives on student DLCs and
their roles within them.
Nature of the Study

To address the RQs in this qualitative study, the research design included
Kahlke’s (2014) basic generic qualitative approach. Kahlke stated that generic qualitative
research methodologies provide researchers with valuable flexibility and creativity when
their studies do not fit into established methodologies, thereby enabling them to explore
new areas and questions in qualitative research. Moreover, interview-based studies hold
significant value in qualitative research due to their ability to capture intricate personal
experiences and insights (Michel et al., 2023). This, in turn, facilitates a deep
comprehension of the phenomena under investigation (Michel et al., 2023). The rationale
for selection of this methodology was supported by its alignment with the study purpose
of exploring middle school teachers' perspectives of their role in student DLCs and
instructional elements needed to guide students, build and monitor DLCs and foster
engagement and academic success.

I gathered data from middle school teachers through semistructured interviews,

which enabled an in-depth examination of their perspectives and experiences. I employed



a purposive sampling method to select participants who possessed the insights needed to
help answer the RQs and fulfill the study’s purpose. Participants were middle school
teachers who used digital tools to teach any subject in one state in the southwestern
United States. Teachers selected had to have been actively involved in online or blended
learning for at least 1 academic year, thereby ensuring that they had gained sufficient
exposure to DLCs and their intricacies.

The data analysis used both a priori and open descriptive coding techniques,
contributing to thematic analysis to identify recurring patterns and themes. Data coding
was guided by the conceptual framework of TPACK and insights provided by Saldaia
(2021). This methodology enabled the recognition of both anticipated and unforeseen
patterns, facilitating a thorough examination that was based on established research and
adaptable to the distinct characteristics of the data (see Michel et al., 2023).

Definitions

The following terms were relevant to this study.

Community of inquiry: A community of inquiry focused on fostering cognitive
and social presence within online learning environments, emphasizing learner-instructor
and learner-content interactions and engagement (Garrison & Akyol, 2013).

Community of practice: A community of practice emphasized the importance of
identity and participation in the development of a social theory of learning, where
learning was seen as a process of identity formation within the context of social

participation (Smith et al., 2017).



Digital learning communities (DLCs): DLCs were online platforms where
individuals with shared interests connected, exchanged information, and provided mutual
learning support. These environments supported personalized learning and instruction,
allowing for interaction, collaboration, and the customization of learning experiences
(Chinyamurindi, 2017).

Fully online learning community: A fully online learning community was a model
designed to democratize digital learning by adopting an inclusive and participatory
approach, critiquing traditional online education and emphasizing virtual learning
environments, educational transformation, and the elimination of traditional teacher-
learner roles (Blayone et al., 2017).

Legitimate peripheral participation: Legitimate peripheral participation suggested
that newcomers to a community of practice started by engaging in peripheral activities
before gradually taking on more central and meaningful roles. This concept was
foundational to understanding how individuals acquired knowledge and skills within a
community (Zaffini, 2018).

Networked learning: Networked learning highlighted the significance of
connections and interactions among learners, instructors, and resources in the digital
environment, promoted collaboration and facilitated access to resources (Apgar et al.,
2023).

Assumptions
This research proceeded based on several assumptions regarding the participants,

who were teachers from diverse backgrounds. It was anticipated that these participants



provided truthful and thoughtful responses that accurately depicted their viewpoints and
practices concerning the integration of technology in education. Moreover, it was
assumed that the teachers’ actions in their professional roles were consistent with the
insights they shared, even though their awareness and comprehension of the precise terms
"digital learning community" and "TPACK" varied among participants. Furthermore, I
assumed the absence of unreported variables that could significantly influence the results.
These assumptions acknowledged the potential for variability in participants'
understanding of the conceptual framework and emphasized the interpretive nature of the
qualitative approach employed.
Scope and Delimitations

The scope of the study encompassed middle school teachers’ perspectives on the
function and relevance of DLCs in fostering online learning engagement and
achievement. Middle school teachers were chosen as the primary focus of this study
because of the pivotal transitional phase that students experience in middle school, where
fundamental digital literacy and engagement habits were formed, making the perceptions
of teachers at this educational level particularly influential (see Hadad et al., 2023). The
emphasis on DLCs as opposed to traditional learning communities was predicated on the
contemporary shift towards online education, which necessitated an exploration of how
digital platforms specifically optimized to improve student engagement and academic
achievement (Alakrash et al., 2022). The focused approach helped bridge the gap in
existing literature regarding middle school teachers’ perspectives on student DLCs and

how teachers understood their role within them.
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This study was delimited to include middle school teachers one state in the
southwestern United States who taught any subject using digital tools for at least 1
academic year. Purposive sampling was used to invite volunteers to participate in the
study. Purposeful sampling supported the goal that participants possess the necessary
knowledge and skills to inform the study and provide thick, rich descriptions of their
perspectives (see Bomhof et al., 2020; see Guest et al., 20006).

Excluded from participation were teachers who did not teach in a middle school
or in the study state, those who taught in online or blended learning environments for less
than 1 year, and those who did not use digital tools in their instruction. Teachers from
other educational levels and those who taught in a therapeutic environment or taught a
special population were excluded from this research. This targeted approach allowed a
focused examination of the perspectives that were pertinent to the study's purpose.

Delimitations of the sample may affect the transferability of findings to settings
different from those described in this study. In a qualitative study, transferability is
determined by the reader, who assesses the validity of the study’s results in their own
setting, based on the described parameters of the study, including the sample, the setting,
and the analysis of data (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). To assist readers in determining
transferability, I provide clear descriptions of the data collection and analysis process, use
verbatim data in coding, and provide complete descriptions of the study setting and
participants. Providing comprehensive explanations of the research environment,
individuals involved, and methods may enhance the transferability of the study, allowing

readers to evaluate the relevance of the findings to their own situations (see Schloemer &
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Schroder-Bick, 2018). Comparing the findings with existing literature further enhances
the assessment of the study's transferability to other educational contexts.

Data saturation occurs when the final interviews reveal no new information
compared to previous interviews (Naeem et al., 2024). If new information arose during
the final interviews, I was prepared to extend the process of recruiting participants to add
additional insights through a new round of interviews (see Hennink & Kaiser, 2022). This
was not necessary because no new ideas were presented in the final interviews when
compared to data from early interviews. Data saturation supports transferability by
ensuring depth and completeness of data I present to readers.

Limitations

This exploration of middle school teachers’ perspectives of DLCs through the
lens of TPACK was subject to several limitations. The focus on a specific educator
demographic and reliance on qualitative data from semistructured interviews may limit
the transferability of the study across different educational contexts and stakeholders. The
interpretivist paradigm introduced subjectivity in interpreting responses, potentially
affecting the applicability of the findings beyond the studied geographical area.

I recognized the potential biases that may stem from my personal experiences,
values, and socio-cultural background, which could have affected the study's outcomes.
To address these biases and enhance the study's validity, I employed reflexive bracketing,
as described by Ahern (1999), which involved the practice of keeping a reflexive journal
to separate my personal assumptions and record them. This helped me to critically reflect

on my own influence on the research process. Additionally, I used transcript checking to
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bolster credibility by proactively seeking participant feedback on initial findings,
ensuring that their perspectives were accurately represented.

To ensure transparency, I maintained an audit trail, thoroughly documenting the
research process step-by-step. Phillippi and Lauderdale (2017) provided guidelines for
recording detailed field notes, which I followed to capture the setting and nuances of
participant interactions. By implementing these measures, I aimed to minimize biases and
ensure that the research accurately represented the experiences and viewpoints of the
participants. Furthermore, by focusing on individual teachers’ application of the TPACK
framework, this study may not have captured all instructional elements that influence the
success of DLCs, overlooking broader educational dynamics. The assumption that
participants' self-reported insights accurately reflected their practices further constrained
the scope of the study. Despite these limitations, this study provides insights into the
underexplored domain of teachers' roles in fostering DLCs, paving the way for further
investigation.

Significance

This study is important because its objective was to investigate the viewpoints of
middle school teachers regarding DLCs and their roles within these communities. At the
time of this study, there existed a deficiency in comprehending these viewpoints,
impeding capacity to effectively assist teachers. By acquiring a deeper understanding of
teachers' perspectives on DLCs and their responsibilities, results of this study enable
administrators to support them, ultimately resulting in enhanced instructional

methodologies for students.
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Summary

In Chapter 1, I laid the groundwork for this study by identifying a significant gap
in the literature regarding teachers' perspectives of DLCs and their role in fostering them.
I established the importance of integrating technological and PK to enhance student
engagement and success in online learning environments. Through an exploration of the
background, problem statement, purpose, RQs, and conceptual framework based on the
TPACK model, I aimed, through this study, to explore middle school teachers'
perspectives on student DLCs and their roles within them. The methodology, grounded in
the interpretivist paradigm and employing a generic qualitative approach, was designed to
capture the nuanced insights of secondary school teachers through semistructured
interviews. In Chapter 2, I present a review of the existing literature and provide more

detail regarding the study conceptual framework.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

Although current literature has highlighted the importance of student DLCs, there
is limited information about how middle school teachers provide guidance to students and
successfully build and monitor DLCs. The purpose of this qualitative study was to
explore middle school teachers' perspectives of their role in student DLCs, and
instructional elements needed to guide students, build and monitor DLCs and foster
engagement and academic success. The existing literature revealed that access to
technological tools does not guarantee improved learning outcomes, highlighting the
need for students to be guided on the effective utilization of digital resources (Bader et
al., 202; Pesaturo et al., 2022). Furthermore, the use of DLCs in providing platforms for
interaction and personalized learning experiences is well-established (Barber, 2020). The
potential of these communities remained partly unrealized due to a lack of emphasis on
teacher perspectives (Milic & Simeunovic, 2022; Seufert et al., 2018). In this chapter, I
describe my literature search strategy, detail the TPACK framework, examine the
fundamental concepts on the study topic as presented in research literature, and offer a
comprehensive summary and conclusion, thereby demonstrating the research's relevance
and previewing its substantive sections.

Literature Search Strategy

The literature search strategy for the study was carefully planned and carried out.
key academic databases, included Google Scholar, JSTOR, ERIC, ProQuest, and Sage
Journals, were utilized. The search was focused on specific, carefully selected keywords

such as teachers' perspectives + DLCs, TPACK in online education, and digital learning
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community + teacher role. The selection of these terms were carefully made with the
intention of highlighting pertinent and current scholarly works, from names of leading
researchers in the field. For example, by utilizing the term 7PACK in conjunction with
the names of prominent figures such as Mishra and Koehler (2006) and conducting a
search on databases, relevant articles were uncovered.

I employed Boolean operators to narrow the search results, specifically targeting
literature published within the past 5 years. The query "TPACK AND "DLCs" AND
"teacher perspectives " NOT "higher education"” OR "K-12" AND "2019-2024""
effectively filtered the search to focus on recent TPACK studies, DLCs, and teacher
perspectives within K-12 settings, while excluding higher education literature. This
approach helped to ensure that the most current and relevant information is included.

Conceptual Framework

The phenomenon of interest in this study was teachers' perspectives on their role
in supporting student DLCs and instructional elements they believe are important to the
success of DLCs. DLCs serve as platforms for individuals with similar interests to
connect, share information, and support each other in their learning (Barber, 2020). The
theory that served as the conceptual framework for this study was the TPACK model
developed by Mishra and Koehler (2006). The model first appeared in their seminal
paper, which built upon Shulman's (1986) concept of pedagogical CK. Mishra and
Koehler expanded upon Shulman's model by incorporating technology into the
framework, acknowledging the increasing importance of technological literacy in

education. The TPACK model integrates technology, pedagogy, and CK in educational
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settings. The TPACK model was particularly pertinent to the present study's focus on
teachers' perspectives of DLCs, because it offered a structured means for understanding
how teachers might perceive the integration of technology into their teaching practices
and subject expertise. The significance of the TPACK model is further emphasized by the
evolving educational landscape, where technology plays a vital role, as noted by Mumtaz
et al. (2022) and Glassey and Bilter (2021). These authors underscored the necessity of
not only providing access to technology but also effectively integrating it into educational
practices, a core principle of the TPACK model.

The TPACK model sets the integration of three key knowledge domains as its
major theoretical propositions: technological knowledge (TK), PK, and CK. This
integration aligns with the observations of Mumtaz et al. (2022) and Pesaturo et al.
(2022), highlighting the importance of more than just technological infrastructure in
education. TK extends beyond familiarity with digital tools; it encompasses their strategic
application in teaching, which resonated with the emphasis of Bader et al. (2021) on
effective technology use. PK comprises teaching methodologies and strategies, which
create engaging online learning experiences, as suggested by Milic and Simeunovic
(2022) and Seufert et al. (2018). According to the TPACK model, the most effective
teaching takes place at the intersections of these domains, where technology is seamlessly
integrated with pedagogical strategies and content expertise. The intersection of
technology knowledge and PK is particularly relevant in the context of DLCs, as
highlighted by Luong and Arnold (2020) and is essential for fostering environments

where students can thrive, as noted by Batan et al. (2022) and Kizilcec et al. (2023).
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The incorporation of technology into education has become increasingly common,
with educational institutions and teachers aiming to provide students with access to the
latest technological resources (Chan & Lee, 2023). Nevertheless, merely providing
students with access to technology is insufficient, as highlighted by Chan and Lee (2023).
A strong relationship between pedagogical practices and technology access is necessary
for online learning to be truly successful (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020). Without this
integration, the full potential of technology in education cannot be realized (Adedoyin &
Soykan, 2020). In summary, the successful integration of technology into education
heavily relies on the connection between pedagogical practices and technology access.
By utilizing technology in a way that complements and enhances teaching methods,
teachers can create a more engaging and productive learning environment for students
(Allman et al., 2024). Educational institutions and teachers need to consider how
technology can be integrated into pedagogical approaches to effectively harness its
potential and maximize the benefits for students' learning (Alam & Mohanty, 2023). The
incorporation of technology and pedagogy necessitates a profound comprehension of how
to employ technology to bolster and augment the dissemination of knowledge (Costa et
al., 2021). Chan and Lee (2023) suggested that successful online learning is not solely
dependent on technology access, but also on sound pedagogical practices that effectively
incorporate technology (Asad et al., 2021). Furthermore, the characterization of DLCs as
collaborative and nurturing environments enhanced by technology embodies the
combination of technological and PK to represent technological-PK that is one of the

three key intersections of the TPACK model.
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In this qualitative study, [ used TPACK as the conceptual framework to examine
DLCs, with a focus on integrating TK and PK to enhance student engagement and
achievement in online educational environments. Ertmer (2005) emphasized that teachers'
pedagogical beliefs pose a significant obstacle to incorporating technology in education,
while Mumtaz et al. (2022) identified technological obstacles, institutional readiness, and
the digital divide as major challenges in online education during the COVID-19
pandemic in Pakistan. Additionally, Pesaturo et al. (2022) put forward the "Teach BIG"
framework to improve online education by prioritizing balance, engagement, and
resources. Furthermore, Milic and Simeunovic (2022) and Seufert et al. (2018)
emphasized the significance of PK, highlighting the use of cutting-edge instructional
approaches that utilize digital resources to enhance educational experiences. In this study,
I will explore the perspectives of middle school teachers on student DLCs and their roles
in the implementation and use of these DLCs. By examining the viewpoints of teachers
regarding the use DLCs, this research may provide understanding of how DLCs can be
improved to enhance student development and involvement (see Akram et al., 2022).
TPACK informed my development of interview questions (see Appendix A). These
questions echo the concepts of pedagogical, technological, and CK described in TPACK.

Researchers have used the TPACK framework to understand and improve the
integration of technology in education. The TPACK framework combines TK, PK, and
CK to guide effective educational technology integration (Mishra & Koehler, 2006).
Previous researchers have employed various methods, such as self-reports, performance

assessments, and interviews, to evaluate teachers' knowledge and practices using the
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TPACK framework. For instance, Schmidt et al. (2009) developed and validated an

instrument to measure preservice teachers' self-assessment of their TPACK,
demonstrating its reliability and validity in assessing teacher knowledge domains.
Moreover, the framework has been used to examine how teachers design technology-
incorporated lessons, evaluate their competence, and direct professional development
programs (Ait Ali et al., 2023).

The framework has been applied to help educators reflect on their use of
educational technology and implement technology tools and digital resources that support
subject matter and pedagogical best practices (Lee et al., 2022). Additionally, researchers
have demonstrated that TPACK can guide the creation of interactive and engaging
lessons, such as those available in platforms like Nearpod, which balance pedagogy,
content, and technology for optimal student outcomes (Sukma et al., 2023). By using
TPACK, educators can better comprehend how to integrate technology into their teaching
practices effectively, thereby enhancing student learning experiences and outcomes (Lee
et al., 2022).

Review of Literature Related to Key Concepts

In this literature review, I explore the transformative realm of DLCs, focusing on
their origins, functionality, pedagogical integration, and the essential role of teachers.
This section begins by tracing DLCs from their roots in distance learning to their rapid
evolution spurred by technological advances and societal changes, particularly during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Next, I delve into how DLCs function to create collaborative and

inclusive learning environments beyond conventional classroom settings. In this review
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of the salient research, I also explore the critical pedagogical approaches that support
DLCs, highlighting the TPACK framework as a guide for teachers to integrate
technology effectively. Additionally, I explore the indispensable role of teachers in
enhancing student engagement within DLCs, stressing the importance of ongoing
professional development and adaptability in the digital age.

History of Digital Learning Communities

A DLC can be described as a virtual environment that connects individuals who
engage in collaborative learning experiences. This networked space utilizes digital
technologies to facilitate the sharing of knowledge and ideas, as well as the co-creation of
new knowledge (Altowairiki, 2021). DLCs offer a unique approach to learning that
emphasizes the importance of community and collaboration (Huang et al., 2023). Unlike
traditional online learning, which often involves a solitary interaction with digital content
or course materials, DLCs prioritize social learning theories and practices, promoting
interactions among learners, educators, and the broader community (Ansari & Khan,
2020). This results in a more immersive and engaging learning experience that fosters a
sense of shared knowledge and experience (Ansari & Khan, 2020).

The origin and subsequent development of DLCs are closely linked to the
historical progress of distance learning methodologies (Gopika & Rekha, 2023). Distance
learning, which serves as the foundation for the development of DLCs, can be traced
back to the 19th century when correspondence courses were introduced (Kentnor, 2015).
These courses enabled students to learn remotely by exchanging materials through mail,

laying the groundwork for modern remote learning (Kentnor, 2015). According to
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Kentnor (2015), the development of e-learning was made possible by the introduction of
digital technologies and the internet throughout the latter half of the 20th century. The
shift from conventional correspondence-based distance learning to online learning
represented a substantial change in the educational landscape (Kentnor, 2015). This
change was sparked by technological advancements that enabled interactive and
collaborative learning experiences on the internet (Derakhshandeh & Esmaeili, 2020).

At the time of this study, online learning had been in use for over 30 years. Online
learning commenced in 1989, progressing from conventional correspondence education
to the early forms of web-based education over time (Kentnor, 2015). This transformative
period witnessed a significant milestone when the University of Phoenix launched the
first ever entirely online collegiate institution, utilizing the CompuServe service to deliver
its programs (Kentnor, 2015). In 1991, the World Wide Web (Web) was introduced,
which was a critical juncture for online education (Harasim, 2000). The Web transformed
the landscape of online education by providing simple access to course materials,
eliminating geographical limitations and facilitating remote teaching and learning,
thereby significantly influencing the accessibility and scope of education (Picciano et al.,
2010). However, despite these advancements, the online learning atmosphere of that time
was primarily text-based and lacked real-time interaction (Fabriz et al., 2021).
Throughout the early 1990s, course materials were typically distributed through
electronic mail or basic web interfaces, and student-teacher interactions were mostly
asynchronous, relying on email, bulletin boards, and discussion forums (Coman et al.,

2020).
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In the latter part of the 1990s, learning management systems like Blackboard were
introduced, signifying a move towards more organized online course delivery (Bradley,
2021). Blackboard has proven to be a vital component in the realm of education, as it has
demonstrated an ability to enhance student achievement, technological proficiency, and
staff perceptions, resulting in improved academic performance (Elzainy et al., 2020).
Learning management systems fostered better organization, time management, and
assignment completion for students (Uziak et al., 2018). The positive reception among
students of learning management systems like Blackboard led to increased use and
boosted students’ participation, cooperation, and results (Al-khresheh, 2022). Interactive
tools offered by learning management systems, such as discussion boards and quizzes,
encouraged active participation by allowing students to engage with course materials and
peers in a structured manner (Xin et al., 2021). Learning management systems supported
collaborative learning by providing tools for group projects and peer assessments (Rakha,
2023). Students can work together on assignments and benefit from each other's
knowledge in the process (Darko & Jagger, 2020). The platform's breakout groups and
shared spaces within learning management systems contributed to this cooperative
learning environment (Rakha, 2023).

Active engagement and collaboration offered by learning management systems
resulted in enhanced learning outcomes, such as increased comprehension of course
material, higher academic achievement, and the cultivation of critical thinking and
problem-solving abilities (Z. Pan et al., 2023). Nevertheless, these platforms initially fell

short of incorporating interactive features, such as live discussions or collaborative
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projects (Bradley, 2021). Simultaneous to the initial shortcomings of online platforms in
integrating interactive features like live discussions or collaborative projects, there was
slow progress in incorporating multimedia into online courses due to limited internet
bandwidth and basic streaming technologies (Cullinan et al., 2021). Consequently, online
courses during the late 1990s and early 2000s primarily consisted of text, accompanied
by only basic images (Abdulrahaman et al., 2020).

DLCs emerged at the convergence of growing digital technology with progressive
educational approaches, namely during the internet surge of the 1990s (Qureshi et al.,
2021). The primary motivation behind the development of DLCs was to utilize the
internet's capability to unite diverse learners in a centralized and interactive platform
(Zamiri & Esmaeili, 2024). Initial versions of these platforms were basic, such as email
listservs and bulletin boards (Pitt et al., 2021). They later developed into more advanced
virtual learning environments that facilitated exchange of information and collaboration
(El-Sabagh, 2021). During the mid to late 1990s, these communities experienced a
significant increase in numbers as technology became more accessible, and internet
connectivity became more prevalent (Coffman & Odlyzko, 2001). The creation of DLCs
was motivated by a democratic vision of education, aiming to make it available to
everyone regardless of their geographical location (Adeyemo et al., 2013). This initiative
also reflected a pedagogical change towards constructivist and connectivist methods,
which saw learning as a social process that is improved by digital networks (Cleary,

2021). This growth represented a significant transition from just delivering material to
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emphasizing the collaborative construction of knowledge, which reflects the evolving
educational requirements and the potential of digital technology (Baabdullah, 2019).
This democratization of learning was at the heart of the creation of “Massive
Open Online Courses” (MOOC:s). In 2008, the University of Manitoba introduced an
open online course of a specific nature, and this marked the first instance of the term
being used (Liyanagunawardena et al., 2013). According to Reich and Ruipérez-Valiente
(2019), MOOC:s attracted attention initially on a global scale in 2012. Modern
information and communication technologies aided in the development of these online
courses with the goal of giving people everywhere open and free access to education
(Pillai, 2019). The early 2000s was marked by substantial growth and innovation in
online education, particularly with the emergence of MOOCs (Voudoukis & Pagiatakis,
2022). The rise of MOOC:s and the expansion of online offerings by traditional
educational institutions reflected a trend towards broader access to education through the
internet (Alyoussef, 2023). During this time, other online learning initiatives emerged,
linking learners from across the globe (Bettiol et al., 2022). Despite these advancements,
online learning was mostly asynchronous and lacked interactive features (Xia et al.,
2023). The use of MOOC:s has inspired educators to implement technology and
multimedia resources to create a more interactive learning environment for their students,
thanks to the convenience and accessibility of these courses (Bettiol et al., 2022). As
MOOC:s gained popularity, educators and instructional designers began to realize the
potential of interactive methods in enhancing student engagement and learning outcomes

(Funieru & Lazaroiu, 2016).
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The popularity of online learning platforms supportive of DLCs experienced a
surge in the 2020s, because of the COVID-19 pandemic (Aristovnik et al., 2023). The
COVID-19 pandemic expedited the implementation of DLCs as educational institutions
transitioned to remote learning (Yu, 2022). The pandemic prompted changes in
education, such as the need for digital learning and novel teaching methods, as well as
emphasis on the well-being and involvement of students (Aristovnik et al., 2023). For
example, digital formative assessments played a part during the pandemic, especially
considering the increased need for remote learning and assessment outside of traditional
classroom settings (Faridah et al., 2020). The use of digital technologies, such as online
platforms and digital learning resources, became indispensable in maintaining
educational continuity during pandemic lockdowns and restrictions (Grincheva, 2021).

DLCs have become an essential component in fostering student engagement and
success (Liao et al., 2021). DLCs provide a platform for students to be active,
participative, and motivated learners, ultimately leading to academic success (Hollister et
al., 2022). Technological advancements have significantly expanded access to education
(Frick, 2020). Technology has also expanded opportunities for communication and
collaboration, enabling new ways of learning, communicating, and working together
(Johler, 2022). The advancement of technology has transformed the roles of teachers and
students, moving from a traditional teacher-centered approach to one that emphasizes
collaboration and student-led learning (Haleem et al., 2022). This shift has allowed for
greater student engagement and more opportunities for small group work, utilizing

technology as a tool to facilitate the learning process (Kouser & Majid, 2021). The
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development of electronic learning systems has allowed for a progression from
correspondence education to modern learning management systems and e-learning
platforms (Bradley, 2021). This advancement has made education more accessible to a
broader audience (Yahiaoui et al., 2022). The increasing importance of DLCs in
enhancing student engagement and achievement is apparent, as is the deep-seated
influence of technological progress on education (Kim et al., 2019). These developments
have revolutionized the educational landscape, making it more accessible, interactive,
and student focused (Pérez et al., 2023).
How DLCs Work

A DLC is a virtual space that enables individuals to engage in interactive and self-
directed learning activities facilitated by digital technologies (Prodgers et al., 2023). This
platform offers a range of flexible and interactive learning resources (Kyaw et al., 2019).
DLCs are networks of learners, educators, and experts who collaborate to exchange
knowledge, resources, and experiences (Zamiri & Esmaeili, 2024). In practical
application, individuals interact with DLCs through participation in web-based platforms,
virtual communities of practice, and collaborative digital environments (Zamiri &
Esmaeili, 2024). These spaces allow learners to jointly create learning experiences,
exchange knowledge, and engage in discourse with peers and experts (Cao & Yu, 2023).
DLCs provide innovative spaces that promote continuous learning, digital literacy, and
cooperation (Hughes & Morrison, 2020). These online platforms facilitate discussions,
project collaborations, and access to a wide range of educational materials (Eden et al.,

2024).
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The main advantage of these communities is the opportunity for members to
connect with like-minded individuals who share similar interests and goals (Al-
Khasawneh et al., 2023). This connection fosters the exchange of diverse perspectives
and ideas, creating a learning environment (De Caro-Barek et al., 2023). Active
engagement in discussions and activities allows members to broaden their understanding
of various topics and gain valuable insights from their peers (Pandita & Kiran, 2023). In
addition, DLCs provide a platform for continuous learning and professional development
(Farias-Gaytan et al., 2023). Members can access a variety of resources, including
webinars, e-books, and online courses, to enhance their skills and stay up-to-date on the
latest advancements in their field (Stenberg et al., 2021). Overall, DLCs offer a
collaborative and immersive learning experience, allowing individuals to expand their
knowledge, build relationships, and grow both personally and professionally (Van Der
Meer et al., 2023). Learning outcomes are achieved through collaboration and
knowledge-sharing among members, where two-way or multi-way communication
enables each member to contribute their unique expertise, experience, and skills to
benefit others in the community (Zheng et al., 2023).

DLCs provide a virtual platform that allows students to engage, collaborate, and
learn in a dynamic environment (Gopinathan et al., 2022). As online education continues
to expand, students can participate in diverse and inclusive communities that transcend
geographical limitations (Eden et al., 2024). Members of a DLC have access to a wide
range of resources, including interactive multimedia content, discussion forums, and

virtual classrooms (Bankar et al., 2023). These resources enable students to learn at their
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own pace and enhance their learning experience (Bankar et al., 2023). It is crucial for
students to actively participate in discussions, group projects, and collaborative activities
within a DLC (Vermeulen & Volman, 2024). Engaging with peers and instructors helps
students develop critical thinking skills, improve communication abilities, and be
exposed to different perspectives (Kerruish, 2024). In a DLC, students can expect prompt
feedback and support from instructors and peers, fostering a supportive learning
environment (Samir et al., 2023). This feedback helps students track their progress,
identify areas for improvement, and celebrate their achievements (Samir et al., 2023). As
digital learning advances, students can anticipate an immersive and interactive learning
experience that accommodates various learning styles and preferences (Mystakidis &
Lympouridis, 2023). By embracing DLCs, students can open new opportunities to
connect, grow, and flourish in the digital age(Zamiri & Esmaeili, 2024).

DLCs have gained significant attention in recent years as more educational
institutions and organizations look for ways to engage and support students in online
environments (Vermeulen & Volman, 2024). The responsiveness of these digital
communities to student input is crucial in determining the overall success and
effectiveness of such platforms (Zamiri & Esmaeili, 2024). One key aspect to consider is
the way in which DLCs facilitate meaningful interactions between students and educators
(Richards & Thompson, 2023). By creating a space where students feel heard and valued,
these platforms can significantly impact student engagement and motivation (Noor et al.,
2022). Furthermore, the ability of DLCs to adapt and respond to the needs and feedback

of students is essential in enhancing the overall learning experience (Kerman et al.,
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2024). It is also important to explore the various strategies and tools that DLCs utilize to
gather and incorporate student input (Wongvorachan et al., 2022). These can range from
online forums and discussion boards to feedback forms and surveys (Aderibigbe, 2021).
Understanding the mechanisms through which student input is collected and addressed
can provide valuable insights into the responsiveness of these digital communities
(Hollister et al., 2022). In addition to the immediate impact on student engagement and
satisfaction, the responsiveness of DLCs to student input can also have broader
implications for the development and improvement of online learning practices (Hollister
et al., 2022). By analyzing and addressing the feedback and suggestions provided by
students, these communities can contribute to the ongoing evolution of DLCs (Sedrakyan
et al., 2023).
Integrating Content, Pedagogy, and Technology in DLCs

The evolving world of educational technology requires a nuanced understanding
of the interplay between technology, content, and pedagogy in DLCs (Gopika & Rekha,
2023). The critical components that contribute to effective teaching and learning in
digital environments emphasize the integration of subject matter expertise, pedagogical
approaches, and technological fluency (Okoye et al., 2023). For example, effective
teaching requires subject matter expertise, which consists of a thorough knowledge of the
concepts, theories, and information within a specific domain (Jiménez Sierra et al., 2023).
This knowledge not only includes a deep understanding of the content but also an
awareness of how it relates to other disciplines and real-world applications (Kim et al.,

2022). By possessing this comprehensive understanding, educators can create relevant
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and engaging learning experiences for their students (Ng et al., 2022). Forsler et al.
(2023) showed that CK plays a significant role in student achievement, emphasizing its
critical importance in the educational process. By encouraging collaboration, peer
support, and shared problem-solving, DLCs can be used to create rich environments
where knowledge is constructed together, ultimately deepening student understanding
and engagement (Habiyaremye et al., 2023).

PK refers to the methods and practices of teaching and learning, encompassing a
range of instructional approaches that cater to the diverse needs of students (Haarala-
Mubhonen et al., 2023). This component is critical in selecting appropriate instructional
strategies and designing learning experiences that facilitate effective learning (Haarala-
Mubhonen et al., 2023). PK involves understanding how students learn, what
misconceptions they might have, and the strategies that can promote learning (Hew et al.,
2020). It encompasses a range of approaches, from direct instruction and inquiry-based
learning to collaborative and project-based learning, each suited to different learning
objectives and student needs (Kumar et al., 2023). In DLCs, the emphasis is on peer
support for individuals who struggle with the material presented by the teacher (Cao &
Yu, 2023). DLCs foster collaborative learning, promote knowledge sharing, and offer
mutual assistance (Zamiri & Esmaeili, 2024). The interactive environment in DLCs
simplifies complex ideas, resolves confusion, and provides tailored explanations to meet
individual learning requirements (Taimur et al., 2022).

Technological expertise, in the context of DLCs, entails comprehending the

potentials and constraints of a plethora of digital resources and platforms (Hdmaildinen et
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al., 2021). This encompasses not just an acquaintance with technologies, but also the
aptitude to critically appraise and pick out suitable tools that facilitate learning (Al-
Khresheh & Alkursheh, 2024). Technological expertise includes grasping how
technology can redefine conventional teaching methods, fostering novel forms of
engagement, teamwork, and evaluation (Abuhassna et al., 2020). The successful
incorporation of technology in education mandates educators to be adept at utilizing
digital resources to reinforce and broaden learning prospects (Farias-Gaytan et al., 2023).
Crowdsourcing technical information within a class can be extremely advantageous, as it
harnesses the collective technical know-how and various viewpoints of students, thereby
enhancing the DLC by means of collaborative problem-solving and knowledge exchange
(Huang et al., 2023).

The incorporation of content, pedagogy, and technology within DLCs provides a
comprehensive approach to developing and delivering digital learning experiences
(Farias-Gaytan et al., 2023). By merging content expertise with instructional
methodologies and technological proficiency, educators can create immersive, interactive
educational settings that captivate students and facilitate profound learning (Marougkas et
al., 2024). To illustrate, employing digital channels for collaborative assignments
empowers students to employ CK in practical situations, nurturing critical thinking and
problem-solving abilities (Lazareva & Cruz-Martinez, 2021). Similarly, harnessing
multimedia resources can enhance comprehension of intricate ideas, addressing various
learning preferences and styles (Abdulrahaman et al., 2020). To ensure high-quality

education and prepare students for the digital age, it is crucial to integrate CK,
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pedagogical strategies, and technological fluency seamlessly in DLCs (Crompton &
Sykora, 2021). This approach not only enhances the quality of education but also equips
students to navigate the complexities of the digital age (Diamah et al., 2022). As
educators delve deeper into the potential of digital technologies in teaching and learning,
a thorough understanding of these fundamental components will be critical in shaping the
future of education (Timotheou et al., 2023).
Teachers’ Roles in DLCs

Teachers serve pivotal roles within DLCs by embracing the swift advancements
in digital technologies (Johler, 2022). These roles include mastering digital competencies,
engaging in continuous professional development, understanding critical instructional
elements for effective DLCs, developing DLCs, enhancing student engagement, and
promoting student success (Basilotta-Gomez-Pablos et al., 2022). Teachers are expected
to possess competencies in utilizing digital tools for teaching and learning, such as skills
in information and digital literacy, communication, content creation, security, and
problem-solving (Basilotta-Goémez-Pablos et al., 2022). In a time when technology is
rapidly advancing, it is crucial for educators to possess digital competencies to effectively
engage and teach their students (Tondeur et al., 2023). Digital competencies involve a
variety of abilities, such as proficiency in using educational technology, awareness of
digital citizenship, and the ability to establish a secure and inclusive online learning
platform (Tinmaz et al., 2022). To enhance their flexibility as educators and meet the

requirements of 2 1st-century learners, teachers should prioritize the cultivation of digital
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competencies, thereby fostering a captivating learning environment (Saltos-Rivas et al.,
2023).

Teachers are obligated to participate in continuous professional development to
effectively employ digital tools for learning facilitation and devices and technologies for
instruction, communication, problem-solving, and content generation (Hrastinski, 2021).
Teachers must stay current with technological progress through continuous professional
development (Istiningsih et al., 2020), acquire new instructional strategies, and enhance
their proficiency in using digital resources in the classroom (Support, 2020). This
ongoing development enables educators to understand the potential of digital tools and
technologies in fostering 21st century skills such as critical thinking, teamwork,
innovation, and communication (Lamri & Lubart, 2023). By staying informed about the
latest technological breakthroughs and acquiring new instructional strategies, educators
can gain the confidence and skills necessary to effectively integrate digital tools and
technologies into their teaching practices (Haarala-Muhonen et al., 2023). This empowers
educators to harness the potential of digital tools and technologies to improve student
learning and prepare them for the future (Haarala-Muhonen et al., 2023).

Teachers play a vital role in driving the learning process and maintaining the
community's structure and quality in DLCs (Kopeckova & Poarch, 2022). They are
accountable for fostering a collaborative environment where learners can actively
participate and interact with one another (Oztuzcu Kiigiikbere & Balkar, 2021). Teachers
are expected to play an active role, leading discussions, providing feedback, and ensuring

the community operates as a dynamic space for learning by incorporating digital teaching
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methods that encourage collaboration and critical thinking (Johnson et al., 2023). The
extent of student-to-student interaction may vary depending on the DLCs objectives and
design (Miao & Ma, 2022). In technology-enhanced education, teachers can sometimes
act as co-learners with their students, promoting a more collaborative and less
hierarchical learning environment (Zou et al., 2023).

Teachers in DLCs often assume diverse roles, functioning as guides or co-
learners, rather than being the primary source of knowledge (Pischetola et al., 2023). This
approach fosters a shift from teacher-centered to learner-centered learning, where
teachers facilitate and guide the learning process while also learning from the community
interactions (Patel-Junankar, 2023). The teacher's role in a DLC can differ depending on
their perception, with some opting for more control and less collaboration, while others
advocate for more self-directed and peer-driven activities (Zhang, 2021). Meaningful
interactions and learning opportunities in DLCs depend on teachers possessing digital
literacy and being skilled at making sound pedagogical decisions regarding technology
use (Timotheou et al., 2023). Effective learning in DLCs is not just about integrating
technology, but rather about teachers' abilities to facilitate learner-centered activities (Ni
et al., 2023). In DLCs, various instructional elements such as educational philosophy, the
structure of the DLC, and the teacher's own approach can influence their role (Pan, 2023).
In summary, the teacher's role in DLCs involves leadership, active participation, and
facilitation, with the level of peer interaction among students varying based on the

educational setup and the teacher's approach (Ni et al., 2023).
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Critical Instructional Elements of Effective DLCs

Teacher autonomy support is identified as a crucial factor in fostering
engagement, emphasizing the significance of teachers' autonomy in promoting student
passion and motivation in education (Chichekian, 2021). The success of DLCs depends
on several key instructional elements, including active participation and engagement
from all members, strong leadership and facilitation, the integration of diverse
perspectives and backgrounds, and the thoughtful use of technology and tools to support
communication, collaboration, and knowledge sharing (Bond & Bedenlier, 2019). When
learners and educators actively contribute to discussions, share resources, and collaborate
on projects, the community becomes a thriving space for knowledge exchange and
mutual support (Muhlbauer, 2020). Moreover, a designated leader or facilitator who can
guide discussions, mediate conflicts, and ensure that the community remains focused on
its learning goals is essential for creating a productive digital learning environment (Su et
al., 2023).

Additionally, clear communication channels and established norms for interaction
help to foster a sense of belonging and inclusion within the community (Barrett, 2021).
Furthermore, the integration of diverse perspectives and backgrounds within the DLC is
instrumental in enriching the learning experience (Shonfeld et al., 2021). By embracing
inclusivity and valuing the unique contributions of every member, the community can
offer a broader range of insights and ideas, ultimately enhancing the overall learning
outcomes for everyone involved (Zamiri & Esmaeili, 2024). In conclusion, effective

DLC:s prioritize active participation, strong leadership, inclusivity, and the thoughtful
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integration of technology (Eden et al., 2024). These critical instructional elements work
in harmony to create a dynamic and supportive environment where learners can engage
meaningfully and achieve their learning goals (Timotheou et al., 2023).

Middle School Students and Digital Learning Environments

Middle school students of today are commonly referred to as "digital natives"
because they have grown up in a time when digital technology is widespread in many
areas of life (Haddock et al., 2022). Nevertheless, students' familiarity with digital
environments can differ significantly due to several factors, such as socioeconomic
status, geographic location, and educational resources (Keser Aschenberger et al., 2023).
This disparity results in gaps in digital access and experience, which can ultimately affect
students' attitudes towards digital environments, including digital learning (Keser
Aschenberger et al., 2023).

Ogundari (2023) suggested that disparities in access to digital technology and
high-speed internet among middle school students are substantial. These disparities are
frequently influenced by socioeconomic factors, with students from lower-income
households being less likely to have broadband access at home (Kormos & Wisdom,
2023). Rural students frequently encounter difficulties due to a lack of high-speed
internet access, as compared to their suburban peers (Graves et al., 2021). These
disparities in digital access can result in a "digital divide," where students without
adequate access to technology are at a disadvantage in terms of both general digital

literacy and educational opportunities (Golden et al., 2023).
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Middle school students generally hold positive perspectives towards digital
environments, often perceiving them as sources of entertainment and social connection
(Haleem et al., 2022). However, their attitudes towards digital learning can be more
intricate (Li et al., 2022). Although several students find digital learning resources
engaging and helpful in comprehending intricate ideas, others may struggle to
acknowledge digital learning settings as genuine educational resources instead of mere
digital diversions (Nitkin et al., 2022). This perception can be influenced by the design
and execution of digital learning resources, with those that integrate aspects of
gamification and interactive content being more likely to be viewed in a positive light
(Nadeem et al., 2023).

Van de Werfhorst et al. (2022) indicated that disparities exist among middle
school students in their approaches to digital learning. Qazi et al. (2022) indicated that
male and female individuals may have distinct approaches to digital environments, with
males frequently exhibiting greater self-assurance than females in their technology usage.
Nevertheless, the effectiveness and enthusiasm for digital learning can be influenced by
various instructional elements such as content and presentation, rather than being solely
determined by gender (Qazi et al., 2022). Rural students typically have fewer
opportunities to use technology and high-speed internet, which may result in lower
comfort levels and familiarity with DLCs when compared to their urban counterparts
(Azevedo et al., 2022).

Students in special education often need personalized digital learning tools that

are customized to their requirements (Hingstman et al., 2023). Digital technology
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provides unique opportunities for inclusivity and differentiation, which enable students
with diverse needs to interact with educational content in ways that are most suitable for
them (Smale-Jacobse et al., 2019). Nevertheless, the success of digital learning in special
education settings is contingent upon the availability of suitable technology and support
for both learners and teachers (Hingstman et al., 2023).

To summarize, middle school students generally have a favorable view of digital
environments and possess some level of familiarity with them (Labonté & Smith, 2022).
However, there are notable disparities in access to and experience with these
environments (Van de Werfhorst et al., 2022). These disparities, coupled with variations
in attitudes and approaches to digital learning among different subgroups, underscore the
need to address equity and inclusion in the development and execution of digital learning
tools (Van de Werthorst et al., 2022). Overcoming these obstacles necessitates the
collaboration of educators, policymakers, and communities to guarantee that all students
can reap the benefits of digital learning (DeCoito & Estaiteyeh, 2022).

Developing a DLC

Teachers are responsible for developing DLCs that accommodate various learners
and intricate subject matter (Siswanto et al., 2022). They must convert traditional
classrooms into e-classrooms to meet the requirements of digitalized education (Ramli et
al., 2022). Furthermore, instructors play a critical role in boosting students' motivation
and involvement in DLCs (Li & Wang, 2024). By employing digital platforms
efficiently, teachers can improve students' creativity, mental health, and social behavior

during their digital learning experience (Mashuri et al., 2022).
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Additionally, it is crucial to emphasize the role of student engagement in live
online classes, as teachers' capacity to establish interactive and lively virtual learning
atmospheres has a substantial effect on student participation and involvement (Kogak &
Goksu, 2023). Building strong teacher-student relationships is essential for fostering
student engagement in a digital learning environment (Su et al., 2023). Teachers who
prioritize connecting with their students can create a sense of belonging and trust that
transcends the virtual classroom (Su et al., 2023). By showing empathy towards their
students' challenges and successes, teachers can significantly impact student motivation
and engagement (Ge et al., 2021). By offering tailored support, teachers can empower
students to overcome obstacles and achieve their learning goals (Baltzersen, 2023).
Furthermore, innovative assessment methods like interactive quizzes and multimedia
projects can contribute to student engagement by providing diverse and stimulating ways
for students to showcase their understanding (Thompson et al., 2023). This approach
reinforces active participation and cultivates a sense of accomplishment and pride in their
learning progress (Fraenken & Wosnitza, 2019). In conclusion, the importance of
teacher-student relationships, empathy, and innovative assessment methods in a digital
learning environment is crucial for nurturing student engagement (Aldrup et al., 2022).

Teachers who can embrace, innovate with, and actively engage in digital tools
have a significant influence on students' learning results and experiences in the digital era
(Labonté & Smith, 2022). Teachers who embrace their role in DLCs have a range of
responsibilities and expectations that are vital for promoting student success (Pei et al.,

2023). Teachers play a crucial role in enhancing student success in DLCs by going
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beyond delivering content and actively engaging students, providing support, and
fostering a sense of community and collaboration (Xia et al., 2023). By utilizing various
technological tools to personalize learning experiences, track student progress, and
provide timely feedback, teachers can create a rich and interactive learning environment
(Christodoulou & Angeli, 2022). Moreover, teachers can create opportunities for
interactive discussions and group projects, which are essential for building critical
thinking and communication skills (Ghani et al., 2021). Additionally, they can model
digital citizenship and responsible technology use, guiding students in navigating the
digital world effectively (Baterna et al., 2020). Overall, teachers' role extends beyond
traditional teaching methods, demanding adaptability, creativity, and a deep
understanding of how to leverage technology to facilitate meaningful learning
experiences for their students (Akram et al., 2022). In conclusion, the importance of
teachers in DLCs is indispensable (Haarala-Muhonen et al., 2023). Their ability to
engage, support, and guide students in using technology for effective learning is crucial
for promoting student success (Wang et al., 2024).
Summary and Conclusions

In this study, I examined teachers’ perspectives of their role of DLCs in fostering
online learning engagement and achievement. The focus on DLCs was due to the shift
towards online education, which suggests an exploration of how digital platforms can be
optimized to improve student engagement and academic achievement (see Alakrash et
al., 2022). In Chapter 2, I described themes associated with DL.Cs and their effect on

education, including their evolution and functionality, and the role of teachers in
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enhancing student engagement. In this chapter, I highlighted the importance of
pedagogical approaches such as the TPACK framework for effective technology
integration and stresses the need for ongoing professional development for teachers. Prior
researchers showed that access to technology does not guarantee improved learning
outcomes, emphasizing the importance of effective digital resource guidance (Bader et
al., 2021; Pesaturo et al., 2022). Although technology's role in promoting student success
is widely recognized, Mumtaz et al. (2022) found a lack of research focused on teachers'
views and support for DLCs. Teachers' perspectives are vital for leveraging technology to
improve student outcomes, as noted by Pesaturo et al. (2022), and this study addressed
this gap. DLCs have been proven to provide opportunities for interaction and
personalized learning experiences (Barber, 2020), yet their full potential remains
untapped due to insufficient attention to teacher perspectives (Milic & Simeunovic, 2022;
Seufert et al., 2018). Chapter 3 presents the study's research design and methodology,

including how data will be gathered and analyzed.
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Chapter 3: Research Method

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore middle school teachers'
perspectives of their role in student DLCs, and instructional elements needed to guide
students, build and monitor DLCs and foster engagement and academic success. In this
chapter, I present the research design and rationale, describe the role of the researcher,
and present the process by which I recruited participants, the instrument I used to collect
data, the procedures I followed in conducting the study, and my plan for data analysis. I
also address issues of trustworthiness and ethical practice. The chapter ends with a
summary.

Research Design and Rationale

The following two questions guided this study:

RQ1: How do middle school teachers describe their role in the development and
management of student DLCs within online education settings?

RQ2: What instructional elements do middle school teachers identify as critical in
providing guidance to students and successfully build and monitor student DLCs?

The phenomenon that was the focus of this study is middle school teachers'
perspectives on student DLCs and teachers’ roles within them. I followed the
interpretivist research tradition, using a basic qualitative design. Interpretivism is
characterized by an emphasis on understanding the subjective experiences and
perspectives of informants (Dempsey & Mestry, 2023). Interpretivism is essential for
understanding how individuals perceive and make sense of their world (Dempsey &

Mestry, 2023). I selected the basic qualitative approach due to its versatility in analyzing
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real-life experiences and subjective interpretation (see Naeem et al., 2023), making it
particularly well-suited for understanding the perspectives of teachers in academic
environments. In contrast to grounded theory, which aims to create new theories (Makri
& Neely, 2021), the basic qualitative method concentrates on the interpretation of
descriptive data without the necessity for theoretical model construction (Yadav, 2021).
A quantitative design using a survey would provide an opportunity to gather data from a
large number of participants (Zimba & Gasparyan, 2023), but a survey would not enable
me to fulfill the study purpose by gathering teachers’ perspectives. A basic qualitative
design anchored in the interpretivist paradigm was deemed suitable for this research as it
acknowledges the complexity of educational environments and the significance of
understanding the subjective experiences of teachers, such as when integrating
technology in teaching and learning processes. To that end, I conducted semistructured
interviews to explore middle school teachers' perspectives on student DLCs and their
roles within them.
Role of the Researcher

In this study, I served as both an observer and an observer-participant, aiming to
gain a comprehensive understanding of middle school teachers' perspectives on DLCs
and their roles within these communities. As an observer (see Creswell & Poth, 2018), I
conducted semistructured interviews to gather unbiased data, allowing participants to
freely express their experiences and viewpoints. I engaged with participants to encourage
openness and depth in their responses while maintaining a professional distance to ensure

objective data interpretation. To mitigate the impact of my position as a researcher, |
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utilized strategies of keeping a researcher's notebook and recording field notes to
document my observations and comments. These methods aid in recognizing and
disregarding any personal biases (Sirris, 2022). In addition, I used bracketing, an audit
trail, and transcript checking to augment the study's credibility and ensure the results
faithfully reflect the viewpoints of the participants (see Olmos-Vega et al., 2023).

As a highly experienced educator with extensive knowledge in technology and
instruction, at the time of this study I served as a middle school technology teacher for
career and technical education at a public school. In this role, I instructed students face-
to-face and utilize the Microsoft TEAMS online platform when they are absent. My
background and experience allowed me to provide high-quality instruction in both in-
person and online settings. My 7-year tenure as a cybersecurity coordinator at a small
independent college and my experience as an adjunct instructor teaching online
technology courses have provided me with a comprehensive understanding of DLCs and
the incorporation of technology in education. This experience, along with my previous
role as a computer science teacher, substantiated my ability to conduct this research on
middle school teachers' perspectives on DLCs, ensuring that I approached the study with
a rich blend of practical knowledge and pedagogical insight.

At the time of this study, I had no supervisory role with middle school teachers,
so the power relationship between myself and participants was leveled. This eliminated a
direct power dynamic, enabling participants to express their genuine opinions and
experiences comfortably. My academic background and interests may have influenced

participants' responses, assuming a level of expertise in the field. I addressed the issue of
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subjectivity, and implemented a process of transcript checking, which involved inviting
participants to review data they contributed to the study. This ensured that their
perspectives were appropriately represented. (Urry et al., 2024). Implementing this
method, in addition to ensuring a clear record of all actions taken, reduced the influence
of my prejudices and strengthen the ethical standards of the research (see Hansford et al.,
2022).
Methodology

In this section, I outline the methodology I used to explore middle school
teachers' perspectives of their role and instructional elements related to DLC student
success and online learning. I used semistructured interviews with probes in
conversations with a purposively selected sample of eight middle school teachers from
one state in the southwestern U.S. In data analysis I employed a combination of a priori
coding and open, descriptive coding. This dual coding strategy enabled my
comprehensive thematic analysis related to teachers' perceptions and roles in fostering
DLCs.
Participant Selection Logic

The population of interest in this study was middle school teachers in one state in
the southwestern United States who taught any subject and used digital tools in their
instruction. According to reports of the superintendent of schools in the study state,
approximately 2,500 middle school teachers were active in the state at the beginning of
this study, teaching core subjects like English, social studies, mathematics, and science. I

estimated that at least half of these teachers used digital tools in some way in their



46

teaching or assigned homework. This suggested a population of 1,250 teachers from
which a sample could be drawn. Participants voluntarily chose to participate in the study,
which was essential for gathering detailed and comprehensive descriptions of their freely
offered perspectives. This method helped me limit participation to people with expertise
in the phenomenon of middle school DLCs, who offered detailed and profound insights,
hence improving the quality of the obtained data (see Kim et al., 2017).

Purposeful sampling was suitable for the study's objective of acquiring
comprehensive information from teachers who were actively involved in online or
blended learning environments and possessed a demonstrated comprehension of
technology integration in their instructional practices (see Palinkas et al., 2015). The
criteria for participant selection included participants who (a) were middle school
teachers in one state in the southwestern United States, (b) used digital tools to teach any
subject, and (c) had taught for at least 1 year. Teachers who fulfilled these criteria could
offer insights into the interplay between technological expertise and pedagogical
practices in the context of online education for middle school students. I excluded
teachers who did not teach in a middle school setting in the target state, those without any
experience in online or blended learning environments, and instructors who were not
familiar with integrating technology into their pedagogy. Moreover, teachers from other
educational levels and those who taught only exclusive populations, such as special needs
students, were excluded from this research. Study criteria were described in the
recruitment flyer and consent form. At the start of each interview, I confirmed with the

participants that they met these criteria.
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I recruited teachers from public schools in one major metropolitan area in the
target state in the southwestern United States. Two school districts in this metropolitan
area employ over 2,500 middle school teachers of core subjects. Because access to
technology is widespread in these school districts, I anticipated many of these teachers
use digital tools in their instruction. Therefore, I anticipated my intention to interview 12
to 15 middle school teachers would be supported by a large pool of teachers who match
the study criteria.

I leveraged my existing professional network to conduct snowball sampling. As
described by Kirchherr and Charles (2018), snowball sampling is a nonprobability
sampling method where new participants are recruited by other participants to form part
of the sample. Snowball sampling is a useful way to recruit research participants with
specific traits who might otherwise be difficult to identify. Also known as chain sampling
or network sampling, snowball sampling begins with one or more study participants. It
then continues on the basis of referrals from those participants. This process continues
until you reach the desired sample, or a saturation point. I distributed recruitment flyers to
middle school teachers in the target metropolitan area with whom I was already
connected and who would not be potential participants themselves. These teachers shared
the flyers within their own networks, thereby extending the reach to educators who met
the study's criteria. This method broadened the potential participant pool while
maintaining the integrity of the selection process by excluding those within my
immediate professional circle from participating in the study (see Kirchherr & Charles,

2018). When interested teachers contacted me in response to the flyer, I responded via
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email with the consent form pasted into the message. Those who replied with “I consent”
were included in the study, and I scheduled an individual interview with each person. I
confirmed consent at the outset of the interview and confirmed that participants met the
study’s inclusion criteria. I conducted one interview with each participant.

According to Guest et al. (2006), 12 to 15 participants in an interview study is
reasonable to achieve data saturation. According to Bomhof et al. (2020), data saturation
can be reached after nine interviews, indicating that even smaller numbers than 12 can be
sufficient, depending on the depth of the interviews and the complexity of the topic.
Therefore, it is crucial to determine the optimal quantity of interviews required for a
research study, considering elements like the profundity of the interviews and the
intricacy of the subject matter, as highlighted by Bomhof et al. Despite my intention to
interview at least 10 teachers, I was able to recruit only eight participants over a period of
several months. My difficulty in recruiting is described more fully in Chapter 5. I
therefore adhered to the principle that saturation is achieved when no new data or themes
emerge from the final interviews (see Naeem et al., 2024). This method aligns with the
concept analysis of saturation in qualitative research, which emphasizes saturation as a
criterion for discontinuing data collection and analysis when the diversity, depth, and
nuances of the phenomenon have been captured (see Hennink & Kaiser, 2022). In the
final interviews, no new information materialized, so, guided by a systematic approach to
using data to actualize saturation, I am confident that the study's findings are
comprehensive and robust (see Nacem et al., 2024). The aim was to ensure that the

research captured the complete spectrum of experiences and perspectives relevant to the



49

study, while also being mindful of the practical constraints and the diminishing returns of
additional data collection.
Instrumentation

The interview questions (see Appendix A) were crafted to align with the TPACK
framework and the literature, with final revisions informed by pilot test feedback to
ensure efficiency in data collection. There were 10 questions: the first nine focused on
TPACK and relevant literature, and the final question was used for wrapping up with
final thoughts. Questions 1, 2, and 3 addressed RQ1, investigating how teachers describe
their role in developing and managing student DLCs in online settings. Questions 4, 5,
and 8 examined RQ2, exploring the effect of teachers' involvement with student DLCs on
student participation and success in online learning. Questions 6, 7, and 9 addressed RQ2,
identifying instructional elements that influence teachers' ability to foster academic
success in student DLCs. Question 10 provided participants with an opportunity to add
anything they believed should be included. The relationship between research and
interview questions is illustrated in Figure 1. In addition, follow-up questions were
developed to help probe for details and clarify participants’ ideas. The interview

questions and their associated follow-up questions are presented in Appendix A.
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Relationship Between RQs and Interview Questions (1Qs)
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1Q4: How do you think your own involvement in student
DLCs affects student participation and success in your
online courses?

1Q5: Can you share an example of a time when your
own engagement with a student DLC led to improved
student outcomes?

1Q6: What factors do you believe are most critical in
influencing your ability to foster students’ success in
DLCs?

1Q7: What obstacles do you encounter when utilizing
pedagogy and technology to enhance student learning
in DLCs?

1Q8: What strategies do you use to integrate support for
students’ technological expertise with developing their
content knowledge?

1Q9: What kind of professional development or support
do you believe is essential for teachers to effectively
manage and engage with DLCs, particularly in enhancing
their technological and pedagogical skills?

1Q10: What else you would like to share about your
experiences with digital learning communities that we
haven’t discussed yet?
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To support the validity of the interview questions in relation to the study’s
purpose and RQs, I asked an expert who lives in the study state and who holds a
doctorate in education to review these materials. The selection of the expert was based on
specific criteria, including their experience in making judgments and conclusions, their
academic reputation, and their willingness to participate. These criteria were indicated in
the literature on content validation (see Sanchez-Guardiola Paredes et al., 2021). This
scholar responded with several suggestions to improve the questions’ clarity and to better
focus on key elements of the conceptual framework. The expert's contribution was
essential in improving the content validity of the interview questions, guaranteeing that
they precisely align with the study's objectives and framework (see Fernandez-Gomez et
al., 2020). The interview questions were adjusted in accordance with these suggestions.
In general, the consulting scholar supported the validity of the interview questions as the
data collection instrument in this study. Regarding sufficiency, the instrument was
deemed adequate as it comprehensively addressed the RQs by covering all relevant
aspects of the TPACK framework and the role of teachers in DLCs.

Procedures for Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection

I applied for permission to conduct my study from Walden University’s
Institutional Review Board (IRB). After permission was granted (#10-11-24-0607969),
the recruitment process started with contacting members of my professional network to
request their assistance in distributing a flyer to teachers they know. I asked six network
members to distribute the flyer as a PDF; these network members were not potential

participants themselves. As network members distributed the flyer to teachers they knew
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and as potential volunteers expressed interest, | emailed prospective participants the study
consent form and suggested a day and time for the Zoom interview outside working
hours.

I conducted each interview by Zoom at the scheduled date and time, starting by
confirming that the participant met the study criteria for participation. The interviews
were recorded through Zoom to ensure accurate data collection. At the conclusion of each
interview, I thanked each participant and told them to expect an emailed transcript of our
conversation that they may review. After each interview, I used Kaltura to transcribe the
audio recordings, and I then edited transcripts for accuracy. Participants’ names were
replaced by an alphanumeric code name, such as P1, P2, and so on. After each transcript
had been edited, I sent it to the participant via email. Participants were invited to review
their transcripts, make changes, and return them within a designated timeframe, if they
wished. Each participant was interviewed only once. The final interview transcripts,
including any adjustments requested by participants, formed the data set.

Data Analysis Plan

When I finalized the data set, I organized the data by following a structured
process to prepare it for effective analysis. First, I cleaned all transcripts by eradicating
any unnecessary content, such as my queries and irrelevant discussions. Next, I clarified
any ambiguous content using brackets, ensuring both anonymity of anyone named by
participants and clarity. I then segmented the conversation into well-defined thought-
units, with each unit representing a standalone idea. To maintain consistency, these

thought-units were aligned flush left, and I omitted any blank lines between them for a
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clean and organized format. Ultimately, I transferred the completely cleaned and
organized transcript into the first row of an Excel spreadsheet, specifically into the
second column (Column B), which I expanded to a wide width for enhanced readability.
Coding the data followed a three-step process. Initially, I employed a priori
coding, which involved using pre-established codes derived from the literature,
conceptual framework, or previous research. These codes were informed by the
conceptual framework of TPACK and relevant studies such as those by Saldafia (2021).
This step ensured that the coding process was grounded in existing knowledge and
provided a structured starting point for analysis. Following a priori coding, I engaged in
open coding, which allows for the identification of new codes that emerge directly from
the data. This process involved examining the data line-by-line to uncover patterns,
themes, and categories that were not anticipated during the a priori coding phase. Open
coding helped capture the nuances and unique aspects of the data that did not fit into pre-
established codes. I employed content analysis, a form of qualitative data analysis
following Saldana (2021). Content analysis is a methodical approach to examining
communication patterns by studying the occurrence and significance of words, topics, or
concepts in qualitative data. According to Downe-Wamboldt (1992), content analysis is a
technique that allows for the creation of reliable and accurate conclusions about data and
its context. It provides researchers with fresh perspectives and a deeper understanding of
the phenomenon under investigation. Bengtsson (2016) highlighted the significance of
preserving an equilibrium between the manifest content, which comprises the visible and

apparent elements, and the latent content, which pertains to the underlying significance of
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the text. The maintenance of this equilibrium is essential to guarantee the accuracy and
dependability of the study (Bengtsson, 2016). After organizing the data, I employed a
code-recode method. Initially, I coded the data using both a priori and open codes,
allowed myself time to reconsider, and then re-coded the data to guarantee consistency
and dependability in the coding process. This systematic approach enabled a
comprehensive and meticulous analysis of the data.

Moving forward, I categorized the codes. This entailed cutting and pasting rows
containing transcript elements along with their corresponding codes to group similar
codes together. This approach helped to streamline the numerous codes into fewer, more
manageable categories, as detailed by Saldana (2021). I labeled these categories in a
fourth column to the right of the codes column. Then, I repeated this process,
concentrating on grouping similar categories together. By employing this iterative
process, I uncovered the prevailing themes that emerged from the data. I placed the labels
for these themes in a final column to the right of the categories column, following the
methodology outlined by Saldafia. Using the responses directly from participants, |
extracted themes that addressed my RQs while carefully monitoring the data for any
inconsistencies. As Saldafia highlighted, discrepancies can emerge as seemingly
unrelated information that, upon further examination, may necessitate a reassessment of
codes, categories, or themes during the analysis process. By integrating both a priori and
open coding into the content analysis process, I ensured a thorough and nuanced

understanding of the data. This approach allowed for the identification of both expected
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and emergent themes, providing a comprehensive analysis that was both grounded in
existing literature and responsive to the unique aspects of the data.
Trustworthiness

Ensuring the trustworthiness of qualitative research is crucial for generating
credible findings. This involves implementing various strategies that enhance the
accuracy and authenticity of the study, thereby fostering confidence in the research
outcomes. Recent literature has underscored the significance of using rigorous methods to
establish trustworthiness, such as reflexivity, transcript checking, and the employment of
verbatim codes (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Nowell et al., 2017). These techniques serve to
mitigate potential biases and ensure that the research accurately captures participants'
perspectives, ultimately contributing to the study's overall credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability.
Credibility

Credibility refers to the extent to which the findings of a study are deemed
accurate and reliable (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To establish credibility in my dissertation,
I implemented various strategies, such as verbatim codes, which involves categorizing
and labeling the exact words and phrases used by participants to ensure that the findings
are based on their thoughts. Additionally, I conducted transcript checking by sharing the
transcripts with the participants and seeking their feedback to ensure the accuracy of the

data.
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Transferability

Transferability refers to the degree to which the outcomes of a research study can
be applied to other circumstances or groups (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To improve
transferability, I provided a comprehensive, detailed description of the research context,
participants, and procedures employed in the study. This in-depth account enables readers
to evaluate the extent to which the findings can be transferred to their own settings. By
providing information on the educational setting, the technological resources used, and
the unique attributes of the teachers and students involved, I allow other researchers and
practitioners to assess the relevance of the results to their own situations. Furthermore, I
compared my results with existing literature to identify similarities and differences,
which aids in the assessment of transferability.

Dependability

Dependability pertains to the consistency of data across various circumstances
and over time, ensuring that the research process is consistent, traceable, and well-
documented (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To guarantee dependability, I kept a
comprehensive audit trail that covered all aspects of the research process, including data
collection methods, data analysis techniques, and decision-making procedures. This audit
trail was made accessible for external evaluation to confirm the reliability and
consistency of the findings. Moreover, I employed a code-recode method, where I

initially coded the data, paused, and then recoded the data to verify consistency.
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Confirmability

Confirmability refers to the extent to which the outcomes of a study are shaped by
the respondents rather than by researcher bias, motivation, or interest (Lincoln & Guba,
1985). To ensure confirmability, I employed several strategies to minimize my own
biases. Firstly, I maintained a reflexive journal throughout the research process, which
helped me to document my thoughts, feelings, and potential biases, and reflect on how
they may have influenced the study. Secondly, I employed a verbatim coding method
which involved categorizing and labeling the exact words and phrases used by
participants in their responses, providing a detailed and authentic representation of their
perspectives. This approach aligns with the principles of thematic analysis, as discussed
by Nowell et al. (2017), who emphasized the importance of maintaining the
trustworthiness of qualitative research through rigorous coding practices. By
implementing these measures, I ensured that the results are a true representation of the
participants' views and experiences.

Ethical Procedures

Before conducting the study, I obtained approval from the Walden University IRB
(10-11-24-0607969) and began the process of recruiting participants. All participants
provided informed consent by emailing the words “I consent” in response to the consent
form that outlined the purpose and procedures of the study, and their rights as
participants, including the right for their identity and work location to remain confidential
and their right to withdraw from the study at any time without consequence. Interviews

were conducted at the convenience of participants and were not held during paid working
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hours. I encouraged participants to engage in the interview from a private location with
good internet access and few anticipated disruptions.

The location of the study site was masked to ensure privacy and the identities of
all participants kept confidential by assigning them an alphanumeric identifier. All study
materials, including audio files and transcripts, use these identifiers instead of participant
names; the list of participant names and email addresses and participants’ associated
identifiers has been kept separate from other files related to this study to avoid
inadvertent use of participants’ true information. Network members who distributed
recruitment flyers to teachers were not told which teachers did or did not volunteer to
participate. Network members were cautioned to apply no pressure to anyone to
participate in the study and to offer no benefit or sanction intended to influence teachers’
participation. I did not provide any payment to participants.

I handled the data with confidentiality, employing secure storage protocols and
with access limited to myself and my dissertation committee. The electronic data are
protected using password encryption, while the physical documents are stored in a locked
cabinet in my home office. Only I and my dissertation committee have access to the raw
data. I will store all study materials for a period of 5 years following the study, after
which I will wipe digital data from my devices, using a tool like Eraser®, and shred
physical documents. I did not discuss participants’ interview responses with anyone
except members of my dissertation committee, and I ensured that interviews were
conducted from a private location and were not overheard by anyone. These measures

were taken and are ongoing to protect participants’ privacy and interests. I confirm my
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commitment to the wellbeing of people who volunteered to be part of this study, those
who declined to volunteer, and individuals’ places of employment.
Summary

In Chapter 3, I described the participants, inclusion criteria, recruitment,
instrumentation, and data analysis. I discussed the rationale for selecting a basic
qualitative approach rather than other qualitative approaches. In this study, I explored the
perspectives of middle school teachers on student DLCs and their roles within these
learning communities. I used an interpretivist research strategy in a basic qualitative
design to focus on understanding the subjective experiences and perspectives of teachers
regarding DLCs. This method is especially well-suited for appreciating the complexity of
educational environments and the need to comprehend instructors' personal experiences.
The TPACK focus on PK, technical knowledge, and CK was reflected in interview
questions developed to address the RQs. I collected data through interviews conducted
via Zoom with eight middle school teachers who taught in one state in the southeastern
United States using digital tools as part of their instruction. Interviews were audio
recorded using Zoom and transcribed using Kaltura. I described the data analysis process,
composed of Saldafia’s (2021) coding approach using in vivo coding. Data analysis
encompassed both a priori and open coding, centered on the TPACK framework, to
ascertain themes and patterns pertaining to teachers' involvement in promoting DLCs. I
also described processes in place to ensure the trustworthiness of study results, and to
protect the privacy and interests of participants and others. In Chapter 4, I present an

analysis of data obtained from these interviews.
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Chapter 4: Results

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore middle school teachers'
perspectives of their role in student DLCs, and instructional elements needed to guide
students, build and monitor DLCs and foster engagement and academic success. This
study was developed to address the following RQs:

RQ1: How do middle school teachers describe the role in the development and
management of student DLCs within an online education settings?

RQ2: What instructional elements do middle school teachers identify as critical in
providing guidance to students and successfully build and monitor student DLCs?

In this chapter, I present the findings from the analysis of all data collected from
middle school teachers regarding their perspectives on DLCs and the roles within them.
The chapter is structured into sections describing the study setting, participant
demographics, data collection procedure, data analysis process, results organized by RQ,
and evidence of trustworthiness. The results section provides detailed findings related to
each RQ, supported by verbatim quotes from participants to illustrate key themes that
emerged from the data analysis.

Setting

This study was conducted across multiple public-school districts in a
southwestern state in the United States. The districts that participated included urban,
suburban, and rural areas and served diverse middle school student populations. Detailed
student demographic data were not collected as part of this research; the districts are

generally characterized by a mix of cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic backgrounds,
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as is typical for public school systems in the region. Classrooms in these districts were
equipped with technological resources and reliable internet access, supporting the
integration of digital tools in instruction.

The participants consisted of eight middle school teachers who taught core
subjects, including English language arts, English as a second language, and computer
science. All participants met the inclusion criteria of being current middle school teachers
who use digital tools in their instruction and have taught for at least 1 year. Their
instructional environments reflected the districts’ commitment to equitable access to
technology and ongoing professional development for teachers, with platforms such as
Google Classroom and Schoology commonly used to facilitate instruction and student
collaboration.

At the time of the study, no conditions were identified that may have influenced
participants or their experiences in a way that affected the data that were collected or my
interpretation of the study results. The interviews were conducted during a period of
relative stability in the education region, with no important changes in personnel, budget
cuts, or traumatic events reported by participants or observed in the broader educational
context of the study area.

Demographics

The study included eight middle school teachers from the study state in the
southwestern United States. The sample included five females and three male
participants. All participants met the inclusion criteria of being current middle school

teachers who use digital tools in their instruction and have taught for at least 1 year.
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Specific ages of participants were not collected as part of the study. The participants’
teaching duties encompassed a range of middle school subject areas, primarily English
language arts, English as second language, and computer science. While precise data on
subject matter distribution were not collected, participants referenced their subject areas
during interviews, indicating that this diversity existed. This information is depicted in
Table 1.

Table 1

Participant Demographics

Participant ~ Gender Years in role Subject taught Interview length
P1 Male 11 English 37:40
P2 Female 6 English 40:06
P3 Female 8 English 20:25
P4 Male 5 Computer Science 29:55
P5 Male 4 English 29:43
P6 Female 10 Science 32:16
P7 Female 3 English 28:07
P8 Female 21 Science 38:22

Data Collection
Eight middle school teachers from the study state participated in the
semistructured interviews. All participants met the inclusion of being current middle
school teachers who used digital tools in their instruction and had at least 1 year of
teaching experience. To recruit the needed sample, I used purposive and snowball

sampling. I distributed recruitment flyers to middle school teachers in the target
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metropolitan area through my professional network, specifically asking network members
(who were not potential participants themselves) to share the flyer with eligible
colleagues. Interested teachers contacted me directly, at which point I provided the
consent form and scheduled interviews. This approach was designed to reach the planned
sample by leveraging both direct and extended professional contacts. The goal was to
maximize participation opportunities and ensure that teachers who met the study criteria
were aware of the study and felt invited to volunteer.

Although the proposed target sample was at least 10 participants, some
individuals who had initially agreed to participate later became unresponsive or indicated
that they could no longer commit due to time constraints. When I had difficulty reaching
my planned sample size, I extended the recruitment period and made repeated attempts to
reach eligible participants, including multiple follow-up emails and reminders. I also
broadened outreach within my network to include additional schools and district contacts,
aiming to maximize participation opportunities. I did not offer an incentive to encourage
late-arriving participants to avoid inserting a variable that could have compromised the
data (see Collier, 1995; see McDermott, 2023). Recruitment was ultimately suspended
after 4 months with eight volunteers, as further efforts did not result in additional
participants.

I conducted all interviews from private locations to maintain the confidentiality
for each participant and of the data collected. This approach to scheduling and conducting
interviews ensured that participants had sufficient opportunity to engage in the study

without compromising their professional obligations or personal time. I used the Zoom
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platform to conduct the interviews and used Zoom’s built in recording feature to audio
record these conversations. Each interview lasted 30 to 45 minutes. After I transcribed
the audio recordings with Kaltura software, I carefully edited each transcript for
accuracy. I then engaged in transcript checking by emailing the edited transcripts to each
participant and inviting them to review the transcripts, confirm the accuracy of their
statements, and provide any corrections or clarifications. This process ensured that their
perspectives were accurately represented in the data. No significant alterations were
requested by the participants, indicating that the transcriptions authentically captured
their intended meanings.

I kept a research journal throughout my study to document my reflections,
decisions, and observations, which helped me maintain reflexivity by allowing me to
critically examine my biases and assumptions (see Ahern, 1999; see Lincoln & Guba,
1985). This journal served to enhance reflexivity and transparency in my data collection
process (see Lincoln & Guba, 1985; see Phillippi & Lauderdale, 2017). Keeping a
research journal is recommended in qualitative research to strengthen credibility and
trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Data Analysis

I followed the plan for data analysis described in Chapter 3. I reviewed each
transcript for accuracy and completeness, removed any irrelevant content such as off-
topic conversation or interviewer prompts, and replaced participant names with
alphanumeric codes to ensure confidentiality. I then broke the transcripts into clear

thought-units, aligning each idea to a separate line, and formatted the cleaned transcripts
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into a spreadsheet, with each thought-unit in its own cell for systematic coding. Once the
transcripts were prepared and organized, I used both a priori codes based on the TPACK
framework and open coding to capture new insights from the data. Codes were then
grouped into categories and refined into major themes through an iterative process. This
approach ensured that both established concepts and emerging perspectives were
represented in the findings.
A Priori Coding

A priori coding involved applying a set of pre-established codes to the interview
data, derived from the conceptual framework and existing literature. These codes were
determined before analyzing the transcripts and were informed specifically by the
TPACK framework elements of TK, PK, and CK and concepts from the literature,
including technology integration, collaborative learning, instructional leadership, student
support, digital literacy development, and community building. During analysis, each
transcript was reviewed line-by-line, and relevant text segments were assigned to these
predetermined codes. This approach ensured the coding process was grounded in
established theory, providing a structured lens for identifying key elements related to
technological, pedagogical, and CK in digital learning communities. Examples are

provided in Table 2.
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A Priori Codes, Frequencies, and Examples
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A priori code Frequency Example text segment

Pedagogical knowledge (PK) 52 “Assessing student learning online requires
innovative approaches.”

Technological knowledge (TK) 51 “We use digital tools for formative assessments.”

Content knowledge (CK) 5 “I like to design activities where students use tech
tools to explore and showcase their understanding
of the material.”

Student support 118 “I provide recorded instructions so students can
revisit them.”

Instructional leadership: 49 “I do a lot of modeling, I show them step by step.”

Digital literacy development: 25 “Ensure that at the end of the course they
hopefully gained some digital literacy skills, even
if it technically might not have much to do with
the core instruction.”

Technology integration: 18 “I have to integrate everything that I’'m supposed
to teach with video conferencing tools like Zoom.”

Collaborative learning: 9 “We use Schoology discussions to encourage
student collaboration.”

Community building: 8 “Another aspect of my role is ensuring that there's

collaboration and that it's an environment where

students feel comfortable and welcome.”
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Open Coding

After completing a priori coding, I used open coding to identify new codes that
emerged directly from the data, that were not part of the a priori text segments. This
process involved a meticulous line-by-line examination of the transcripts to uncover
patterns that were not encompassed in the initial coding phase. Open coding was essential
for capturing the nuances and unique aspects of the data that did not fit into pre-
established codes. I employed content analysis, utilizing two coding approaches and
following Yin’s (2018) five-step model, which includes compiling, disassembling,
reassembling, interpreting, and concluding. Once the data were organized, I implemented
a code-recode method: initially coding the data using both a priori and open codes,
allowing time to reconsider, and then re-coding to ensure consistency and dependability.
This systematic approach enabled a comprehensive and meticulous analysis of the data.

After coding all transcripts, I reviewed the full list of codes for redundancy and
overlap during the second open coding pass, merging or clarifying similar codes as
needed. Each code was linked to specific transcript excerpts for traceability. I then
grouped related codes into broader categories that reflected recurring patterns or concepts
across participants. Throughout this process, I maintained a detailed audit trail in my
research journal and coding spreadsheet, documenting decisions about code definitions,
category assignments, and any changes made during recoding. This ensured that each of
the 168 codes and their organization into 28 categories was directly grounded in the real

data provided by participants, with clear documentation at every step.
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Two coding passes were conducted. The first pass generated a comprehensive list

of codes, capturing both frequent and unique ideas. The second pass merged redundant

codes, clarified definitions, and ensured consistent application across the data, resulting

in a refined coding scheme and the foundation for thematic analysis. Examples of open

coding are depicted in Table 3.

Table 3

Open Coding With Examples From Interviews

Open code

Example text segment

Clear communication

Collaboration

Digital literacy challenge

Student engagement

Teacher modeling

“So clear communication is huge. You know, students
need to know what's expected and how to succeed.”
“We use Schoology discussions to encourage student
collaboration.”

“Some students don't come in with the digital literacy
required to feel confident to, like, participate.”
“Students using technology is a great engagement
tool.”

“I do a lot of modeling, I show them step by step.”

Categories

Following the completion of the initial coding phases, I combined both the a

priori and open codes to organize the data into meaningful groups. This process involved

reviewing the full list of codes for redundancy and overlap, merging or clarifying similar
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codes as needed. Each code was linked to specific transcript excerpts for traceability. I
then grouped related codes into broader categories that reflected recurring patterns or
concepts across participants. This categorization process was iterative, involving cutting
and pasting rows containing transcript elements and their corresponding codes in Excel to
cluster codes that shared thematic relevance. Each category was labeled to reflect the
essence of the grouped codes, providing a structured framework for further thematic
analysis. Throughout this process, I maintained a detailed audit trail in my research
journal and coding spreadsheet, documenting decisions about code definitions, category
assignments, and any changes made during recoding. This ensured that each of the 168
codes and their organization into 28 categories was directly grounded in the real data
provided by participants, with clear documentation at every step. This process is

tllustrated in Table 4.
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Table 4

Categories With Examples of Associated Codes

Category Examples of associated codes

Collaborative learning Schoology discussions, breakout rooms, group
projects, peer feedback

Instructional leadership Modeling, step-by-step guidance, visual aids,
active monitoring

Student support and accessibility =~ Recorded instructions, flexible access, user-
friendly platforms, addressing digital literacy
challenges

Technology integration Digital tools for assessment, video conferencing,

platform utilization, embedding tech in lessons

Themes

After all codes were grouped into categories, further examination of these
categories led to the development of four themes. After all codes were grouped into 28
categories, each category was carefully examined and assigned to one of four overarching
themes. This process involved reviewing the content and focus of each category to
determine its alignment with the broader patterns and concepts that emerged from the
data. The assignment of categories to themes was conducted to ensure that each theme
captured a distinct aspect of middle school teachers’ perspectives and roles within DLCs.
This systematic assignment of categories to themes ensured that the findings represented

both established concepts and new insights, providing a clear structure for interpreting
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the data in relation to the study’s RQs. Themes 1 and 2 addressed RQ1, while Themes 3

and 4 addressed RQ2. Relationships among categories, themes, and are illustrated in

Figure 2.



Figure 2

Relationship Among Categories, Themes, and RQs

RQ1

How do middle school teachers describe
their role in the development and
management of student DLCs within online
education settings?

ﬁ’heme 1: Middle school teachers described

their role in the development of student DLC’s
as designing and integrating digital tools to
create engaging online communities

Access/effective technology integration

Accessible technology/effective learning

Accessing content

Adaptive instruction

Al integration

Assessment strategies

Personalized instruction style

Technology integration/student

responsibility

Transitioning to digital tools for learning
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Kl‘heme 2: Middle school teachers described \

their role in the management of student DLCs as
establishing routines and monitoring student
participation to maintain a positive learning
environment

Collaborative learning

Community building

Engagement/digital learning feedback
Engagement/interactive strategies
Engaging/adaptable digital teaching
Facilitating effective online communication
Guidelines/digital classroom

/

Grouping students/collaborative learning
Parental involvement

/

RQ2

What instructional elements do middle
school teachers identify as critical in
influencing their ability to foster students’
academic success in student DLCs?

/ Theme 3: Middle school teachers identified
interactive engagement strategies as critical
instructional elements in fostering students’
academic success in digital learning
communities
e Fostering academic success

Leveraging technology/student support

Professional development

Scaffolding/personalized digital support

Student support/online learning

-

\

/ Theme 4: Middle school teachers identified
their instructional leadership, including
modeling and scaffolding, as critical for
supporting student success in DLCs
e Active monitoring/online classrooms

Navigate digital tools effectively

Platform utilization and design

Student access to central hub

/

A coding table, linking example codes, categories, and themes is included in

Appendix B.

Student support/management

N

~

/
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Results

As I explored the perspectives of middle school teachers about their roles within
DLCs, two central ideas emerged. First, teachers described their role as integrators of
digital tools, leveraging technology to support diverse student needs and transform
traditional classrooms into engaging online environments. Second, teachers emphasized
the importance of creating and maintaining DLCs by fostering collaboration, enhancing
student interaction, and building a strong sense of community. These key elements drive
engagement but also support students ‘academic and social growth in virtual settings.
How these ideas emerged from the data and helped to answer the study RQs is described
in this section.
Results for RQ1

RQ1 asked how middle school teachers described their role in the development
and management of student DLCs within online education settings. Two themes derived
from the data were associated with this question. The first theme described teachers’ role
in creating supportive relationships among classmates and the teacher. The second theme
described teachers’ role in creating structured learning environments. Theme 1 findings
showed that teachers see their role as integrating digital tools to support student needs
and transform classrooms into innovative, engaging DL.Cs. Theme 2 findings revealed
that teachers also focus on creating and maintaining DLCs by using collaborative
learning strategies to enhance student interaction, foster a sense of community, and

support both academic and social success.
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Theme 1: Middle School Teachers Described Their Role in Development of Student

DLC’s as Designing and Integrating Digital Tools to Create Engaging Online
Communities

The first theme that emerged from the data highlighted how teachers leverage
technology to transform traditional classrooms into innovative, interactive spaces that
foster student engagement, collaboration, and adaptability. Participants emphasized the
importance of using digital tools not only to enhance learning experiences but also to
address diverse student needs and prepare learners for success in a technology-driven
world. Teachers in this study described how technology was introduced as an essential
part of the teaching process. Teacher training in the use of technology tools was
described as necessary by participants in this study. Participants emphasized that hand-on
training sessions were most effective for integrating new technology into their classroom.
For example P3 stated,

We had the opportunity to play around with it. It wasn't just, hey, here's Curapod

[educational engagement platform]. You go try it and see how it'll work in your

classroom. We actually got on, we saw all of the different resources, and then I

was able to integrate it right away the very next day in my own classroom.

P4 explained the pervasive nature of instructional technology, saying, “I have to
integrate everything that I’m supposed to teach with video conferencing tools like
Zoom.” This is reflected in instructional design, according to P7, who stated, “I like to
design activities where students use tech tools to explore and showcase their

understanding of the material.” P8 added, “I support my students’ technological skills
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specifically by embedding the tech tools into everyday learning in very meaningful
ways.” Technology makes instruction available when a student requires it, in that, as P2
stated, “I provide recorded instructions so students can revisit them.” DLCs are
foundational to the conduct of instruction.

Teachers reported that technology was integrated into their everyday instruction
to introduce new vocabulary, provide interactive activities and track student progress. For
example, P2 reported, “We integrate vocabulary instruction with technology tools.” P8
suggested, “I support student knowledge by integrating technology to make it more
interactive, the learning to be more interactive and especially meaningful.” P1 agreed,
saying, “Using Al tools can enhance student learning experiences.” P2 noted, “[We]
utilize interactive video lessons through YouTube to enhance comprehension.”P6
summed up the usefulness of technology as an instructional tool, saying, “Google
Classroom allowed me to do what I needed to do in order to teach the students.” Teachers
in this study suggested that technology has become their instructional partner.

Technology tools are included in assessment. P2 noted, “We use digital tools for
formative assessments” although, as P1 stated, “Assessing student learning online
requires innovative approaches.” Overall, teachers embraced the use of technology in
assessment; P2 said, “We use technology to monitor student progress with precision and
offer timely feedback... We embed quizzes into platforms such as Schoology.” P7 noted,
“I like to design activities where students use tech tools to explore and showcase their

understanding of the material.” The ability to share understanding of content contributes
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not only to assessment of student mastery but extension of mastery to members of the
DLC.

The unique value of DLCs comes in encouraging student engagement in learning
and with each other. P3 stated, “Students using technology is a great engagement tool,”
P4 described integrating platforms and technology tools for student communication and
idea sharing, explaining,

So yeah, this, I guess I would say we integrated by ensuring that there's a platform

for them to communicate and in this case, it could be, like I said, Google Slides, it

could be Padlet, ensuring that there's a way for students to, while they're learning,
able to put these ideas out there somewhere to share with the community, in this
case, their classmates and myself.

As P4 stated, “I want them to come out of this having a little bit more ability to
use technology and of course, the most important thing is teaching the content that they
learn, what they needed.” This emphasis on technology literacy as a goal was proposed
by several participants. For example, P6 stated, “Technology definitely needs to be
implemented because we have work from home jobs, and we have online classes. So, the
sooner we expose students to online learning, the better.” P4 explained, “[I must] ensure
that at the end of the course they hopefully gained some digital literacy skills, even if it
technically might not have much to do with the core instruction.” P1 agreed, saying,
“Technology serves not merely as a tool but as a bridge connecting students to

opportunities they might not have envisioned otherwise.” DLCs are part of this bridging
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process in that they encourage student engagement, help to fine tune instruction, and
permit peer-to-peer learning and support.
Theme 2: Middle School Teachers Described Their Role in Management of Student
DLC:s as Establishing Routines and Monitoring Student Participation to Maintain a
Positive Learning Environment

The second theme that emerged from the data, highlighting the importance of
community in online education, was that middle school teachers described their role as
creating and maintaining DLCs within online education settings, which involved using
collaborative learning strategies to enhance student interaction and foster a sense of
community. In describing how collaborative learning enhances student interaction and
community, teachers noted how specific tools and techniques contribute. For example, P2
explained, “We use Schoology discussions to encourage student collaboration,” while P4
shared, “Breakout rooms are the main way that I do that.” P3 stated, “They have their
post board that they can talk to each other and ask each other questions, respectfully,
have that kind of conversation when working remotely.” While some of this interaction
was spontaneous, much of the engagement of students was instigated or organized by
teachers. P1 described, “Curapod; I did just a quick little writing warmup just to get them
ready to keep going and I have never seen them so engaged before.” P3 suggested that
creation of effective breakout rooms was part of their instruction, so that “Putting them
into groups with their peers as well as kind of staggering who's in those groups as far as
level wise help[s] them really understand what they are doing with the content.” P5

shared their more explicit motivational techniques, saying, “Putting some funny pictures
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and memes, things to get them to come back and interact with that platform.” P3 summed
up the role of collaboration in instruction by saying, “My role as an online educator is
basically taking the TEKS and the content that I am expected to teach as an in-person
teacher and kind of creating an online space for students to learn.” This online space
includes all the learners in the class, working together as equals.

Teachers in this study emphasized the value of student collaboration. P8 stated,
“Engagement not only provides for them to be satisfied with their performance, but also
it positively impacts the learning outcome.” As P3 noted, “Students learn best from each
other sometimes.” In addition, collaboration gives voice to everyone, so that, as P1
shared, “Building these communities was great because the acceptance of their language,
their cultures.” Engagement of diverse voices may require monitoring and modeling by
the teacher. P4 explained, “Another aspect of my role is ensuring that there's
collaboration and that it's an environment where students feel comfortable and welcome.
It's a no judgment zone, ensuring that we're all respectful of one another.” All in all, as P7
stated, “DLCs can be a powerful way to engage students and make lessons interactive.”
When students are engaged in learning, they are likely to master it and to expand their
own boundaries.

Teachers in this study described the importance of clear communication as part of
their role in DLCs. P8 shared, “I want to make sure that I focus on clear communication
and most of all encourage interactions, including even videos and to address a student
question as well.” P2 noted that communication helps students embrace the uneven

process of learning new material: “Allowing them also to do trial and error, that's a big
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thing too that I have found. It helps having that constant communication and just being
very clear with expectations.” This means the teacher must be responsive. P8 explained,
“You know, when they send me information or they have a question, I make sure that I
timely provide that feedback and I also like to create supportive environment that
encourage students to stay involved, stay engaged.” P8 shared, “My involvement with my
digital learning community, my DLC, it really directly enhances my student participation
by maintaining an active presence, especially through clear communication with them,
timely feedback.” This comment explains how maintaining communication and providing
prompt feedback were key components of participants practice within the digital learning
community.

Designing digital learning spaces was a crucial process for teachers in this study.
P8 explained, “I aim to design those spaces where all my students can interact, not only
meaningfully, not just interaction or they can share ideas, but build their skills.” P4
reported, “For my students, well, I have to find tools that are appropriate. Also create a
system where ['ve got my roster, ['ve got my tracking sheets and also create a system
that's going to allow for collaboration.” Coordinating these details and creating engaging
platforms requires thought. P8 stated, “I'm thinking, you know, some of the crucial
factors to factor student success in my digital community includes creating a sense of
community, effective communication, and leveraging technology to enhance the
collaboration.” P1 stated, “Creating engaging digital lessons requires skill and practice,”
a statement that suggested instructional elements may contribute to student success or

hinder it.
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The first RQ explored how middle school teachers described their role in the
development and management of student DLCs within online education settings. They
integrate digital tools such as Google Classroom, Zoom, and interactive platforms to
support diverse student needs, enhance engagement, and prepare students with essential
digital skills for future success. They use technology not only for instruction but also for
formative assessment, feedback, and monitoring progress. Second, teachers focus on
creating and maintaining DLCs by fostering collaborative learning environments that
promote student interaction and build a strong sense of community. They implement
strategies like breakout rooms, discussion boards, and group projects to encourage peer
collaboration, clear communication, and inclusivity, which support both academic
achievement and social-emotional development. Overall, teachers in this study described
their role as combining technology integration and intentional community-building with
structured routines, interactive engagement strategies, and instructional leadership, to
create engaging, supportive, and academically effective online learning experiences.
Results for RQ2

RQ?2 asked about the instructional elements middle school teachers identified as
critical in influencing their ability to foster students’ academic success in student DLCs.
Theme 3 and Theme 4 were associated with this question. These themes included the
instructional elements needed to provide guidance to students and successfully build and
monitor student DLCs. Theme 3 data showed that middle school teachers noted the
importance of supportive relationships, structured learning environments, and interactive

engagement strategies as essential instructional elements in fostering students’ academic
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success in DLCs. Theme 4 findings revealed that middle school teachers viewed
themselves as instructional leaders who model, actively monitor, and scaffold learning to
promote student achievement in DLCs.
Theme 3: Middle School Teachers ldentified Interactive Engagement Strategies as
Critical Instructional Elements in Fostering Students’ Academic Success DLCs

The third theme that emerged from the data emphasized the instructional elements
of supportive relationships, structured learning environments, and interactive engagement
strategies in fostering student academic success in DLCs. All teachers in this study
highlighted the value of consistent interactivity, sustaining motivation, fostering
collaboration, and leveraging technology to reduce participation barriers as critical to
interactive engagement. They also identified preparation, clear communication,
accessible technology, and addressing digital literacy challenges as key components of
effective structured learning environments. Foremost, however, teachers described
building trust, creating welcoming and encouraging environments, and consistently
following up with students as essential elements of supportive relationships. For example,
P7 stated, "Building trust is one of the most important components." P6 noted this is the
first thing they do when the class begins: "We would begin with socio-emotional learning
and just building relationships." As reported by P5, P5 stated, “The main goal of the
educator is to make everyone feel welcome and make sure that they are coming back.” P7
explained, "You have to foster a supportive environment where students feel encouraged
and valued, which can make all of the difference." It is not enough, though, for the

teacher to just be a nice person. As P8 stated “Follow up with my students and confirm
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that their understanding of the content is comprehensible.” P7 noted, "If your students
don't feel encouraged or they don't feel valued, they're going to sit there through your 55-
minute cycle and just be." A sense of trust was an important factor teachers identified in
the success of DLCs.

Teachers in this study described clear communication between teachers and
students as an essential part of building trust within digital learning communities. For
example, P7 stated, "Clear communication is huge. You know, students need to know
what's expected and how to succeed.” Communication depends on teacher preparation, as
P4 reported: "I upload everything I need to and have everything ready Day One so that
there's no hiccups." P8 noted, “One of the things that I like to do is to foster the
collaboration within that learning community, the engagement of my students and
myself, and most importantly, the effective communication I design.” Clear
communication of course goals and feedback was an important factor identified by these
teachers.

Effective communication was described by these teachers as essential when the
topic taught may be unfamiliar and even scary for some students. P7 emphasized the
importance of student comfort with technology, stating it is important to "[make] sure
technology feels less intimidating right the moment." P4 suggested,

It's a lot more difficult to help students with tech issues virtually than it is with in

person learning, in my opinion. It is important to choose tools that are very easy

to use, that don't require the students to have a lot of technical know-how.
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P7 agreed, saying, “I think technology that's easy to use and accessible is another
big piece" of a teacher’s instructional planning. P4 shared, “In a virtual learning
environment, some students don't come in with the digital literacy required to feel
confident to participate. So that's definitely something that's a challenge.” P8 warned that
the digital literacy skill a student has at the start of class “really showcases how these
factors directly influence student success." P7 reflected, "I guess the biggest challenge is
probably the learning curve, right? For both for me and for my students. You know, it
takes time to get everyone comfortable with new tools." Teachers in this study noted the
importance of recognizing and reducing students’ anxiety about learning in a digital
environment.

Helping students stay engaged, even when the tools seem unfamiliar and the
material difficult, is an important factor in successful teaching and learning. It is not
enough to “just be,” as P7 said. Specifically, P7 explained, "[A] challenge is keeping
students engaged over time, especially if they're struggling with motivation or technical
difficulties." P5 agreed, saying, "Interactivity and engagement. Those are two of the
biggest things with regards to [student success].” In a digital environment, where
engagement can be at the mercy of connectivity, P4 warned, "One thing I should mention
is having a plan for if your Internet goes down is very important. Maintaining that
engagement, depending on the student’s digital literacy abilities, that's definitely one of
the challenges with technology." Student engagement was an important factor teachers

noted as part of the success of DLCs.
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P8 summed this theme up well, by stating, “The most critical factors as I foster
students’ success in this digital platform learning community include creating specifically
a sense of community, thinking about effective communication and also leveraging
technology to really enhance collaboration and engagement for students.” These
instructional elements are often within the control of the teacher, but, as many teachers
pointed out, sometimes the teacher also feels the challenge of working in a digital
environment.

Theme 4: Middle School Teachers ldentified Their Instructional Leadership,
Including Modeling and Scaffolding, as Critical for Supporting Student Success in
DLCs

The fourth theme that emerged from the data emphasized the instructional
element of instructional leadership, specifically the ability to model, actively monitor,
and scaffold learning-to foster students’ academic success in DLCs. Teachers described
the importance of instructional modeling through step-by-step demonstrations, visual
aids, and screen recordings to help students navigate digital platforms and set clear
expectations. For example, P2 shared, “I do a lot of modeling, I show them step by step.”

P4 explained, “I do think that modeling for them, that involvement and that
engagement, gives them something to aspire to as well and that they can see.” Modeling
was described as the first step in encouraging students to be involved in the work; P7
said, “Modeling for them and then students taking initiative with what I was modeling:
that modeling component was a game changer. I can help my fellow classmate with

feedback that I'm giving them.” In addition to modeling, P2 mentioned recording
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screenshots of their process, saying, “I use screen recordings to guide students on how to
navigate the platform.” P5 used something similar, saying, “I like using visuals with
explanations. It helps those who learn better with pictures.” Teachers described this
proactive approach as essential to student success. P8 stated, “I have to be guiding them
through exactly each step.” Through modeling and demonstration, teachers supported
students’ learning and engagement in the DLC.

Teachers expected that their participation through modeling processes would be
matched by student participation in the DLC. P4 shared, "I expect discussion. I don't want
anybody just logging on, going off and doing something else, and then logging off at the
end. [ want everybody to participate.” Engaging students is not always easy, however. P5
stated, "Making sure that they are with me, that they are following along, that's like my
main struggle." The difficulty some students find with the digital experience is apparent
in their reluctance to participate, which teachers try to overcome. P1 acknowledged,
“Students struggle with accessing and submitting digital assignments.” To encourage
student participation, P4 explained, “I do need to stay involved sometimes. So just my
own participation and involvement, letting them know, like, hey, they are not alone in
this journey.” Middle school students are conscious of how capable they appear to their
peers, which may limit participation that could expose lack of skill. So, as P4 explained,
“I ensure them that it's going to be a respectful and inclusive environment. Everybody's
going to have a space to challenge, everybody’s going to have a space to respond.”
Teachers’ sensitivity to their students’ feelings was reflected in both their modeling of

what to do, and their participation alongside students in the doing of it.
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In addition to supporting participation and understanding of the task, active
monitoring of student work was identified as essential. Teachers described using real-
time observation, digital tracking, and individualized outreach to keep students engaged
and provide timely support. P3 explained, “On my computer I always have up their
screens. That way I can actively make sure that they are online doing what they are
supposed to be doing.” This monitoring of student activity sometimes revealed issues
surrounding the difficulty level of a task. P7 noted, "If there are challenges, you as a
teacher, you need to monitor and adjust as you go. So, you know, being cognizant of all
those things is important." P4 explained, “It’s a lot more difficult to help students with
tech issues virtually than in person learning. It’s important to choose tools that are very
easy to use, that don’t require the students to have a lot of technical know-how.” Basic
instructional techniques were used by these teachers to help students. For example, P6
noted, “I wanted to make sure that the slides that they were able to edit were more user-
friendly.” Similarly, P2 shared, “We do tutorials to ensure students understand the
platform.” P4 stated, "My role primarily as creating this system that students can
participate in a smooth fashion and ensure that it's usable for the students and not too
difficult." At the same time, student motivation and engagement remained important for
these teachers. P7 said, "I also mix things up to keep lessons fresh and engaging, like
using gamification or integrating creative projects. You know, that's another way I like to
mix things up." Teachers highlighted the need for patience, adaptability, and the selection

of user-friendly tools to address virtual learning challenges.
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Teachers reported that helping students be aware of learning goals was important
in creating transparency and shared purpose. P6 explained, “I give them an exemplar and
a rubric and I kind of show them what I’m looking for.” Much of this began with a clear
intention on the part of the teachers through, as P4 described it, “Ensuring that I knew
how to set standards, how to establish expectations, how to model.” P2 explained a lesson
formula that worked for their students: “It's all how I scaffold the lesson. Giving them a
definition, giving them a video of what it is, allowing them to respond to it, and then
giving them feedback.” This process of goal-setting and goal-achievement was
individualized as part of digital learning; P6 reflected, “I would provide a rubric and an
exemplar for the student and then I would also let the student know what their strengths
were. | was very specific about where the student needed to grow.” Scaffolding learning
was facilitated by tutorials, exemplars, rubrics, accessible materials, and differentiated
guidance, ensuring students could build confidence and independence at their own pace.

Teachers in this study took their role in the DLC seriously. P4 shared, "I make
sure that I stay very focused and committed 100% during the online instruction if it's
synchronous because I want students to know I'm fully dedicated." This dedication to the
process starts with being prepared. P8 stated, “I really prepare before, during and after
lessons to ensure that my students understand the material fully.” At the same time,
teachers in this study acknowledged that digital instruction is not always easy and that
teachers share some of the same difficulties as their students. P7 cautioned, “You have to
have patience with not only yourself, with learning the new tools, but also with the

students.” Collectively, these instructional leadership practices were viewed as critical
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instructional elements in motivating students, promoting participation, and supporting
continuous academic growth in DLCs.
Summary of Results

Four themes emerge from the data analysis: the importance of supportive
relationships, the creation of structured learning environments, the use of interactive
engagement strategies, and the role of instructional leadership in modeling, monitoring,
and scaffolding learning. Teachers described building trust, creating welcoming
environments, and consistently following up with students as essential for supportive
relationships. They reported that preparation, clear communication, accessible
technology, and attention to digital literacy were necessary for structured learning
environments. Teachers identified interactivity, collaboration, and the use of technology
as important for sustaining student engagement. They also described modeling digital
processes, actively monitoring student progress, and scaffolding learning through
tutorials, exemplars, and differentiated support as critical instructional leadership
practices. Across all themes, teachers emphasized that these instructional elements
supported student participation, engagement, and academic success in DLCs.

Evidence of Trustworthiness

As stated in Chapter 3, I used credibility, transferability, dependability, and
confirmability to determine trustworthiness of this study (see Lincoln & Guba, 1985; see
Nowell et al., 2017). To establish credibility, I used verbatim codes and conducted
transcript checking by sharing my interpretations and preliminary finding with

participants, inviting their feedback to ensure that my analysis accurately reflected their
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perspectives. To support transferability, I provided thick descriptions of the research
context, participants, and procedures, and maintained a reflexive journal throughout data
collection. To ensure dependability, I kept a comprehensive audit trail documenting
research activities, coding decisions, and correspondence with participants, and used a
code-recode process to verify consistency in coding. To support confirmability, I
maintained a reflexive journal to document my thoughts and potential biases and used
verbatim coding to ensure findings were grounded in participant data rather than
researcher assumptions. I also provide a complete coding table in Appendix B.
Credibility

To establish the credibility of the findings, I implemented various strategies, such
as verbatim codes, which involved categorizing and labeling the exact words and phrases
used by participants to ensure that the findings are based on their thoughts. Additionally,
I conducted transcript checking by sharing the transcripts with the participants and
seeking their feedback to ensure the accuracy of the data.
Transferability

Transferability refers to the degree to which the outcomes of a research study can
be applied to other circumstances or groups (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To improve
transferability, I provided a comprehensive, detailed description of the research context,
participants, and procedures employed in the study. This in-depth account enables readers
to evaluate the extent to which the findings can be transferred to their own settings. By
providing information on the educational setting, the technological resources used, and

the unique attributes of the teachers and students involved, I allow other researchers and



90

practitioners to assess the relevance of the results to their own situations. Furthermore, I
compared my results with existing literature to identify similarities and differences,
which aids in the assessment of transferability.
Dependability

To guarantee dependability, I kept a comprehensive audit trail that covered all
aspects of the research process, including data collection methods, data analysis
techniques, and decision-making procedures. An audit trail was kept throughout the study
to record the research activities and decision making procedures. Moreover, I employed a
code-recode method, where I initially coded the data, paused, and then recoded the data
to verify consistency.
Confirmability

To ensure confirmability, I employed several strategies to minimize my own
biases. Firstly, I maintained a reflexive journal throughout the research process, which
helped me to document my thoughts, feelings, and potential biases, and reflect on how
they may have influenced the study. Secondly, I employed a verbatim coding method
which involved categorizing and labeling the exact words and phrases used by
participants in their responses, providing a detailed and authentic representation of their
perspectives. This approach aligns with the principles of thematic analysis, as discussed
by Nowell et al. (2017), who emphasized the importance of maintaining the
trustworthiness of qualitative research through rigorous coding practices. By
implementing these measures, I ensured that the results are a true representation of the

participants' views and experiences.
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Summary

In this chapter, I described the setting of the study, the data collection process,
and the data analysis. The data analysis involved organizing the interview data from eight
middle school teachers. I identified a total of 168 codes, which I sorted into 28 categories
and then organized into four themes. The four themes that developed included the
importance of supportive relationships, the creation of structured learning environments,
the use of interactive engagement strategies, and the role of instructional leadership in
modeling, monitoring, and scaffolding learning. Results were presented by RQ and
supported by participant quotes. Teachers described building trust, clear communication,
accessible technology, interactive engagement, and instructional leadership practices as
essential for fostering student participation and academic success in DLCs. Evidence of
trustworthiness was established through transcript checking, thick description, an audit
trail, and reflexive journaling. In Chapter 5, I offer an interpretation of my findings,
limitations of the study, recommendations for further research, and the potential for social

change.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations
The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore middle school teachers'
perspectives of their role in student DLCs and instructional elements needed to provide
guidance to students and successfully build and monitor student DLCs. Key findings
revealed that teachers emphasized integrating digital tools to support student needs and
develop DLCs, using collaborative learning to enhance student interaction and foster a
sense of community, facilitating supportive relationships, structured learning
environments, and interactive engagement strategies in DLCs, and exhibiting
instructional leadership to demonstrate, model, actively monitor, and scaffold learning to
foster students' academic success.
Interpretation of the Findings
A key finding in this study was that teachers saw themselves as facilitators of
supportive relationships, structured learning environments, and interactive engagement
strategies that directly contribute to student academic success in DLCs. Teachers
described their efforts to provide clear communication, timely feedback, and accessible
instructional materials, as well as their commitment to monitoring student progress and
offering personalized support. This finding confirms the critical instructional elements for
effective DLCs identified in the literature, including strong leadership, active
participation, inclusivity, and the thoughtful use of technology to support communication
and collaboration (Bond & Bedenlier, 2019; Su et al., 2023). The findings from this study
also support research indicating that teacher presence, empathy, and the ability to scaffold

learning are central to student motivation and engagement in online settings (Aldrup et
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al., 2022; Ge et al., 2021). By highlighting the nuanced ways teachers provide support

and structure in digital environments, this study extends the literature by illustrating the
practical application of these principles in middle school DLCs.

Another key finding was that middle school teachers viewed their primary role in
DLCs as integrating digital tools to support student needs through creation of structured
learning environments. Teachers described leveraging a variety of technologies such as
video conferencing, interactive platforms, and formative assessment tools to enhance
instruction, monitor student progress, and prepare students for real-world digital
demands. For example, teachers cited embedding quizzes in platforms like Schoology
and using video lessons to boost comprehension, as well as designing activities where
students use technology to demonstrate understanding. This finding confirms and extends
the existing literature, which emphasizes that access to technology alone does not
guarantee improved learning outcomes; rather, effective integration of digital tools,
guided by pedagogical best practices, is essential for fostering meaningful student
engagement and achievement (Bader et al., 2021; Pesaturo et al., 2022). The results align
with prior research highlighting the importance of teachers’ technological and PK central
to the TPACK framework in transforming traditional classrooms into innovative,
interactive DLCs (Chan & Lee, 2023; Mishra & Koehler, 2006).

A third key finding was that teachers identified use of interactive engagement
strategies as essential for enhancing student interaction and fostering a sense of
community within DLCs. Teachers described using strategies such as digital discussions,

breakout rooms, and group projects to promote peer engagement, critical thinking, and
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communication skills. They emphasized the importance of creating a welcoming,
respectful environment where students feel comfortable participating and collaborating.
This finding is consistent with the literature, which underscores the role of DLCs in
facilitating meaningful interactions and knowledge sharing among learners, educators,
and the broader community (Ansari & Khan, 2020; Barber, 2020). The literature has also
highlighted that collaborative learning and community-building are vital for student
engagement and academic success in online environments (Hollister et al., 2022; Liao et
al., 2021). The study extends prior knowledge by providing detailed examples of how
middle school teachers operationalize these practices in daily instruction, confirming that
fostering collaboration and community is a deliberate and multifaceted aspect of
teachers’ roles in DLCs.

A final key finding was that teachers viewed themselves as instructional leaders
who model digital literacy, actively monitor online classrooms, and scaffold learning to
foster student responsibility and independence. Teachers described guiding students in
navigating digital tools, ensuring equitable access to resources, and modeling responsible
technology use. This aligns with the literature’s emphasis on the evolving role of teachers
in DLCs from knowledge transmitters to facilitators and co-learners—who empower
students to take ownership of their learning (Patel-Junankar, 2023; Pischetola et al.,
2023). The study confirms that teachers’ digital competencies and leadership are crucial
for student success in DLCs, as noted in research on teacher self-efficacy and
professional development (Basilotta-Goémez-Pablos et al., 2022; Zeng et al., 2022). This

finding extends the literature by demonstrating how teachers’ leadership in digital
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contexts directly impacts student engagement and learning outcomes at the middle school
level.

In the context of the TPACK conceptual framework, the findings of this study
closely matched expectations. Teachers consistently demonstrated the integration of
technological, pedagogical, and CK in their descriptions of instructional practices within
DLCs. Their emphasis on innovative technology use, collaborative learning, and
supportive instructional strategies reflects the intersections of TPACK’s core domains, as
theorized by Mishra and Koehler (2006). The study’s results confirm that effective DLCs
require teachers to balance content expertise, pedagogical skill, and technological fluency
validating the relevance of the TPACK model for understanding and guiding teacher
practice in digital learning environments. This study enhanced existing literature by
offering comprehensive, hands-on explanations of how middle school teachers, an under-
researched demographic, performed these roles in digital learning environments. The
results revealed various procedures for establishing routines, building community, and
enhancing student engagement in DLCs. Teachers in this study provided fresh
perspectives on everyday challenges and creative solutions. This research addressed the
literature gap by describing teachers' personal perspectives and methods in DLCs
concerning their support for student success and online engagement at the middle school
level. Therefore, these results validated and provided valuable perspectives about teacher

views and their implementation of TPACK in digital learning communities.
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Limitations of the Study

One of the limitations in this study was the difficulty I experienced in recruiting
participants. I intended to interview 12 to 15 middle school teachers who met the criteria
of using digital tools in their instruction and having at least 1 year of teaching experience.
I began my participant search in November 2024 and continued through the winter of
2025, some of which coincided with the holiday season and winter break. During this
period, most teachers were out on vacation or occupied with end-of-semester
responsibilities, making it a challenging time to secure participation. I finally was able to
recruit eight participants, and this small sample may have affected the findings; however,
data saturation appears to have been met, given the consistency of input from participants
across them all. The small sample size further limits the transferability of the findings to
other contexts, as the perspectives and experiences obtained may not completely
represent the broader population of middle school teachers. Because the study included
eight participants from a specific region, the diversity of perspectives may be narrower
than what would be found in a more varied sample. As a result, readers should exercise
caution when considering the applicability of these results to different educational
settings or regions, because factors such as school resources, student demographics, and
local policies may differ and influence teachers’ experiences and perspectives in ways not
reflected in this study.

Another limitation was the small number of eligible middle school teachers in the
study area who met all the selection criteria. Although the metropolitan area where the

study was conducted employs many middle school teachers, only a limited subset
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matched the requirements of experience with online or blended learning and regular use
of digital tools. I did not anticipate this challenge before recruitment began. I discovered
the extent of this limitation during the participant search, as many teachers who initially
expressed interest did not meet all criteria or became unavailable, which I only realized
as the recruitment process progressed.

Although transcript checking on initial interpretations were performed, a thorough
member checking of the final thematic synthesis with all participants was not executed,
which may pose a bounded threat to interpretive credibility. Targeted member feedback
was also employed, which included re-contacting a subset of participants to comment on
preliminary interpretations, aligning with structured member-checking approaches that
engage participants on emerging themes rather than returning the finalized synthesis to all
participants (Lloyd et al., 2024; McKim, 2023). This risk was mitigated through multiple,
documented safeguards: (a) transcript checking that yielded no substantive corrections,
indicating accurate representation of participants’ intended meanings; (b) bracketing and
maintenance of a reflexive journal to manage researcher subjectivity; (c) verbatim coding
to anchor analysis in participants exact words; (d) a code—recode procedure to enhance
analytic consistency; (e) thick description to support reader assessment of transferability;
and (f) a full audit trail that documented recruitment, data handling, coding decisions, and
analytic moves for dependability and confirmability.

Recommendations
Given the limitations of this study, I recommend that future research include a

larger number of participants and expand to include middle school teachers from a
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broader range of schools and districts. Gathering perspectives from more teachers who

use digital tools to facilitate student engagement in DLCs may provide a more accurate
and comprehensive understanding of the instructional elements that influence academic
success in online learning environments.

I further recommend that this study be replicated in different regions and school
settings, including rural, suburban, and urban schools, to discover the unique challenges
and opportunities that teachers encounter when developing and managing student DLCs.
Teachers in this study described adapting their instructional strategies and integrating
digital platforms to support diverse student needs; conducting research in varied contexts
could reveal additional strategies and barriers. Variations across schools and school
districts in the availability of high speed internet and computers for student use may be
evident in different settings and may affect teachers’ ability to create effective DLCs.

Another recommendation is to distribute questionnaires or conduct follow-up
interviews with middle school teachers nationwide to learn how they integrate TPACK in
their online teaching. Several participants in this study commented on the importance of
professional development and ongoing support for effective technology integration. A
larger-scale study could gather more detailed and comprehensive responses, which would
assist school leaders and policymakers in designing targeted professional development
for teachers in digital learning environments.

I also recommend conducting a comparative study of student engagement and
academic outcomes between classrooms that use collaborative learning strategies in

DLCs and those that follow more traditional, teacher-centered approaches. Teacher
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participants in this study emphasized the value of collaborative learning and community
building for fostering student engagement. Quantitative analysis could provide useful
evidence for administrators and instructional leaders seeking to implement or expand
collaborative online learning models.

Finally, an observational study in which researchers spend time in virtual or
blended classrooms is recommended. Observing how teachers demonstrate instructional
leadership, model digital citizenship, actively monitor student progress, and scaffold
learning in real time may capture important details and best practices that are not always
revealed in interviews or surveys. Firsthand accounts of these classroom dynamics could
help inform future teacher training and support efforts.

Implications

One implication for school and district administrators, which arises from the
findings in my study, is to establish mentorship programs where experienced teachers in
DLCs coach their peers in effective technology integration. The perspectives of
participants in this study revealed that teachers often feel isolated or underprepared when
navigating new digital tools and platforms. Teachers described the value of hands-on
exploration and peer guidance, noting that learning from colleagues who have
successfully integrated technology accelerates the adoption of best practices. For
example, participants shared that having opportunities to experiment with new tools and
learn directly from peers made it easier to immediately implement technology in the
classroom. Administrators should prioritize the creation of structured mentorship

programs that pair experienced DLC teachers with those seeking to strengthen their
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digital teaching skills. Professional development should be ongoing, collaborative, and
focused on real-world classroom applications, ensuring that all teachers develop
confidence and competence in digital instruction.

A second implication for classroom teachers and campus technology specialists is
to develop student digital leadership teams that empower students to support their peers
in navigating online platforms and fostering positive online communities. The
perspectives of participants in my study indicated that collaboration, peer interaction, and
student ownership of learning are essential for successful DLCs. Teachers noted that
students often learn best from one another and that student led initiatives can enhance
engagement, digital citizenship, and a sense of belonging. For instance, one teacher
explained that “students learn best from each other sometimes.” By creating digital
leadership teams, teachers can harness students’ expertise and enthusiasm, provide timely
peer support, and cultivate a positive, collaborative culture in digital spaces. These teams
can assist with troubleshooting, model responsible technology use, and help design
engaging online activities, ensuring that all students have access to the support they need
to thrive in DLCs.

A plan to enact these implications could involve the following steps: First, assess
current practices and needs by examining how technology integration and student support
currently function in DLCs, gathering input from teachers and students about strengths,
gaps, and challenges. Next, identify and train mentors and student leaders by selecting
experienced DLC teachers to serve as mentors and students who demonstrate strong

digital skills and leadership potential, providing targeted training for both groups. Then,
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implement mentorship and leadership programs by launching the mentorship initiative
and establishing student digital leadership teams, creating regular opportunities for
mentors and student leaders to meet, share experiences, and collaborate on problem
solving. Finally, monitor progress and provide ongoing support by collecting feedback
from participants, observing classrooms, and reviewing student engagement data, while
offering continued professional development and leadership opportunities and adjusting
the programs as needed.

As demonstrated by this study, there is a lack of comprehensive guidance for
middle school teachers on how to foster student engagement and success in DLCs, even
as access to technology expands. Teachers in this research consistently identified the
need for ongoing professional development, peer mentorship, and structured
opportunities for students to lead and support each other in online environments. These
implications for practice derive from the findings in this research, which highlight the
critical need for peer mentorship and student ownership of learning in navigating DLCs.

Positive social change may result when school administrators support middle
school teachers’ roles in DLCs and support teachers’ application of instructional elements
critical to student success. By building competence within the school community, these
actions can bridge opportunity gaps, enhance digital literacy, and prepare all learners to
succeed in an increasingly connected world.

Conclusion
The problem that was the focus of this study was that, although current literature

highlighted the importance of student DLCs, there was limited information about how
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middle school teachers provide guidance to students and successfully build and monitor
DLCs to foster student engagement and academic success in online education settings.
The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore middle school teachers' perspectives
of their role in student DLCs, and instructional elements needed to provide guidance to
students and successfully build and monitor student DLCs. To address the research
objectives, I conducted semistructured interviews with eight purposively selected middle
school teachers from a southwestern U.S. state. All participants had at least 1 year of
experience using digital tools in online or blended learning environments. Data were
analyzed using both a priori coding, informed by the TPACK framework, and open
descriptive coding, allowing for the identification of both anticipated and emergent
themes.

The findings include four themes: (a) Middle school teachers described their role
in the development of student DLCs as designing and integrating digital tools to create
engaging online communities; (b) middle school teachers described their role in the
management of student DLCs as establishing routines and monitoring student
participation to maintain a positive learning environment; (¢) middle school teachers
identified interactive engagement strategies as critical instructional elements in fostering
students’ academic success in digital learning communities; and (d) middle school
teachers identified their instructional leadership, including modeling, monitoring, and
scaffolding, as critical for supporting student success in DLCs. These results suggest that
middle school teachers play a multifaceted role in the success of DLCs. Their ability to

integrate technology, foster collaboration, and provide ongoing support is essential for
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engaging students and promoting academic success in online environments. The study
also underscored the need for targeted professional development and institutional support
to help teachers navigate the evolving demands of digital instruction.

Based on the findings of this study, school leaders should consider implementing
comprehensive professional development and support systems that empower teachers to
effectively guide students in digital learning communities. This recommendation aligns
with established research demonstrating that targeted teacher training and systemic
support contribute to increased student engagement and improved academic outcomes in
online settings (Mumtaz et al., 2022; Seufert et al., 2018). Prioritizing such initiatives
may contribute to more effective digital learning environments. By investing in teacher
training, collaborative opportunities, and access to digital resources, schools can ensure
that all students benefit equitably from the opportunities offered by online and blended
learning. Positive social change may result when school administrators support middle
school teachers’ roles in DLCs and support teachers’ application of instructional elements
critical to student success, thereby enhancing students’ digital literacy, bridging
opportunity gaps among students, and preparing students for lifelong success in a

connected world.
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Appendix A: Interview Questions
1. Today, we will discuss your experiences with digital learning communities, also
called DLCs. To begin, could you describe your role as an online educator.
2. How do you envision your part in creating and supervising student DLCs within your
online teaching?

a. [Follow up, depending on response above] What’s your role in supporting
student use of technology, as part of the DLC?

b. [Follow up, depending on response above] What’s your role in terms of
teaching of content, in a DLC?

3. How do you foster a sense of community among your students as part of the DLC?

a. Can you give me an example of how you create online community?

b. What are the issues you’ve encountered in trying to get everyone active in the
DLC?

4. How do you think your own involvement in student DLCs affects student
participation and success in your online courses?

a. [Follow up, depending on response above] What about their level of
participation — their engagement in the work and with each other — do you see
any effect of your own participation in the DLC?

b. [Follow up, depending on response above] What about their actual learning of
the academic content —do you see any effect of your own participation in the

DLC?
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5. Can you share an example of a time when your own engagement with a student DLC
led to improved student outcomes?

a. [Follow up, depending on response above] What about in supporting a
student’s content knowledge?

b. [Follow up, depending on response above] What about in supporting student’s
technological skill?

6. What factors do you believe are most critical in influencing your ability to foster
students’ success in DLCs?

7. What obstacles do you encounter when utilizing pedagogy and technology to enhance
student learning in DLCs?

a. [Follow up, depending on response above] How do you address these
challenges?

8. What strategies do you use to integrate support for students’ technological expertise
with developing their content knowledge?

a. [Follow up, depending on response above] Can you give me an example of an
activity that combined technology skill with academic content?

b. [Follow up, depending on response above] How effective in increasing
student learning is the combination of technical skill development and
academic content delivery?

9. What kind of professional development or support do you believe is essential for
teachers to effectively manage and engage with DLCs, particularly in enhancing their

technological and pedagogical skills?
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10. What else you would like to share about your experiences with digital learning

communities that we haven’t discussed yet?
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Appendix B: Coding Table

Theme Category

Codes

Theme 1: Middle
school teachers
describe their role
in the development
of student DLC’s as
designing and
intergrading digital
tools to create
engaging online
communities.

Access/effective technology
integration

Accessible technology/effective
learning

Accessing content

Adaptive instruction

Al integration

Assessment strategies

Personalized instruction style

Technology integration/student

responsibility

Transitioning to digital tools for
learning

technology, devices, WiFi,
integration, user-friendly,
accessibility

accessibility, flexibility,
resources, equity, formats,
usability

recordings, organization, audio,
materials, retrieval,
accessibility

adaptability, differentiation,
pacing, flexibility,
modification, adjustment

Al, embedding, automation,
skills, feedback, enhancement

assessment, Google Forms,
feedback, quizzes, evaluation,
improvement

personalization, surveys,
preferences, tailoring, choice,
customization

responsibility, ethics,
citizenship, reminders,
accountability, discipline

struggle, transfer, submission,
adaptation, readiness,
challenges




Theme

Category

Codes

Theme 2: Middle
school teachers
describe their role
in the management
of student DLCs as
establishing
routines and
monitoring student
participation to
maintain a positive
learning
environment.

Collaborative learning

Community building

Engagement/digital learning
feedback

Engagement/interactive
strategies

Engaging/adaptable digital
teaching

Facilitating effective online
communication

Guidelines/digital classroom

Grouping students/collaborative
learning

Parental involvement

Schoology, breakout, projects,
peer, Google Slides,
communication

trust, relationships, belonging,
culture, welcome, engagement

feedback, critique, review,
improvement, reflection,
response

activities, gamification, lessons,
participation, games,
interactivity

breakout, commitment,
modeling, adaptability, visuals,
flexibility

communication, clarity,
interaction, listening, dialogue,
exchange

norms, discipline, rules,
expectations, consistency,
behavior

groups, differentiation,
engagement, collaboration,
small-groups, teamwork

parents, availability, support,
communication, outreach,
engagement
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Theme

Category

Codes

Theme 3: Middle school
teachers identify
interactive engagement
strategies as critical
factors in fostering
students’ academic
success in digital learning
communities.

Theme 4: Middle school
teachers identify their
instructional leadership,
including modeling and
scaffolding, as critical for
supporting student
success in DLCs.

Fostering academic success

Leveraging technology/student
support

Professional development

Scaffolding/personalized
digital support

Student support/online
learning

Active monitoring/online
classrooms

Navigate digital tools
effectively

Platform utilization and design

achievement, objectives,
success, growth, mastery, goals

conferencing, tutorials,
troubleshooting, integration,
tools, platforms

training, workshops, expertise,
growth, learning, preparedness

scaffolding, navigation,
inclusion, support, guidance,
assistance

bilingual, navigation,
environment, resources, access,
equity

monitoring, participation,
guidance, tracking, observation,
feedback

tutorials, recordings, literacy,
navigation, practice,
walkthrough

Google Classroom, Schoology,
tools, integration, design, usage
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Theme

Category

Codes

Student access to central hub

Student support/management

hub, personalization, resources,
platform, repository, access

modeling, guidance, visuals,
access, clarification,
management
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