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Contextualizing the 
Study                    
• To date, there are few empirical studies that unpack the actions and decision-making 

processes involved with designing learning opportunities for online environments from 
inception, development, implementation, and evaluation.

• The pandemic has forced educators into emergency remote teaching (Bozkurt, A. & Sharma, 
R.C., 202; Albó L., Beardsley M., Martínez-Moreno J., Santos P., Hernández-Leo , 2020) and 
online schools are a solution for educating quarantined students

• Challenges faced by teachers in the field/ what teachers should be able to know and do 
(Darling-Hammond, L., & Bransford, J.,2005):

o rethinking ways of delivering instruction & creating learning opportunities
o maximizing technological tools in synchronous, asynchronous, high flex, hybrid virtual 

spaces
o being highly reflexive in planning for the complexity and variability of the classroom
o being vigilant in adapting to the dynamic flows of multi-layered activities within and 

across various configurations of learning spaces.

• Teachers have had little formal instruction on how to accomplish this work (Bozkurt, A. & 
Sharma, R.C. ,2020;; Ball, D. L., & Forzani, F. M. (2009).

• The movements caused by social actions across the globe also spark the enduring debate on 
identifying what teachers should know, be able to do, and care about to meet the academic, 
linguistic, and emotional needs of all students while, simultaneously, advancing social mobility 
and promoting social justice and equity (Ball, D. L., & Forzani, F. M.,2009).



Theoretical Framework                           

Course development is framed as a dialogic process that occurs over time among instructors, 
course developers and researchers Chian, M.M. 2020; Green, J.L., Baker, W.D., Chian, M.M., 
Vanderhoof, C., Hooper, L., Kelly, G.J., Skukauskaite, A., & Kalainoff, M.Z. (2020). .

Dialogic processes are guided by theories (Bloome, D., Carter, S. P., Christian, B. M., Otto, S., & 
Shuart-Faris, N., 2005).

Learning and teaching are framed as reflexive, generative and iterative social processes (Agar, 
M.,1994; Castanheira, M.L., Crawford, T., Dixon, C., & Green, J.L.,2000).

Developing a course as always in-the-making (Jenkins 2010).

This is an interactional ethnographic approach to developing courses and research (Agar, M., 
1994; Castanheira, M.L., Crawford, T., Dixon, C., & Green, J.L., 2000).



Methods
Conversations of Processes, An Ethnographic Approach to Understanding 
Developing an Online Course

• Examining the discursive interaction among two teachers and their research group.

• Teachers and researchers discursively unpack the practices and processes involved with 
constructing two online courses.

• We observed one researcher’s process by which she engaged the teachers with 
ethnographic questions.

• Observable patterns emerged making visible the actions taken to develop the courses.

• Analysis of transcribed video-recorded series of conversations between the researcher 
and the two teachers further revealed the patterned interactions.

• The series of "conversations of processes" grounds our framework for guiding teachers as 
they engaged in reflexive processes of making empirically informed decisions on teaching 
and learning processes taken up to design an online course of study.



NOVA Community as Research Site  
• WHO:  We are a selected  group of volunteers who are professors, credentialed teachers, content area experts, parents, and 

researchers.  We have come together to form an intellectual community for the purposes of providing an interactive online 
education experience that is student-centered and explicit about compassionate interactions, inquiry, project based learning 
and technological communication; founded by Dr. Damian Jenkins, former professor of education, and her business partner.  

• WHAT:  We have written our own curriculum that is aligned to California State Standards, and which takes up an interactional 
ethnographic and social constructionist approach to learning and teaching.  We have formed a strategic community of 
support for student learning and well-being.  The approach to learning and teaching is grounded in a dissertation authored 
by Damian Jenkins (2010) that examined one PhD student’s journey as she worked to transform her thinking from that of a 
teaching professor to that of a researcher.    The dissertation examined the actions taken, the range of choices made and 
interactions among programs and people that constituted “the making of a researcher.”  The developing research base 
reflexively informs the ways by which courses are developed, taught and learned 



NOVA Community as Research Site 
• WHEN: Founded in January 2019

• WHERE: We are a virtual community that utilizes the Office 365 Suite and Canvas Learning Management 
System in order to communicate iteratively synchronously and asynchronous. Meetings are held on 
Microsoft Teams with video cameras on in order to maximize connectedness and community.

• Under What Conditions: commitment to equity, intellectual and academic freedom, diligent work in building 
community of learners; professional and students alike have a disposition toward continuous improvement in 
teaching and learning.

• For what purpose and with what outcomes: To create a compassionate online environment where students 
have the opportunity to interact with a diverse range of media, text and people as they actively make choices 
about their program of learning.



NOVA Instructors, Course Developers, Leaders & 
Researchers 



Possible Roles at NOVA 
All roles are primarily focused on building a community of support 
for student learning.

Instructor - experts in learning and teaching strategies; they take up 
the work of learning and teaching with students; they interact in the 
context of their online course in order to support them academically, 
socially and emotionally; they communicate with families in order to 
further build a community of supportive learning for students.

Content Developer - content area experts; develop the curriculum 
that will be accessed online by students; curricula formats are video, 
audio, visual, written text, etc; they work to make courses accessible 
to people of all abilities (vision impaired, etc.)



Possible Roles at NOVA 

Organizational Leader - working with colleagues to envision the mission, vision, purpose of the organization; 
manage business expansion, finance, HR, technological infrastructure, operations, marketing and overarching 
academic directions.

Researcher – a group working to developing the research base so that all NOVA members are reflective and 
reflexive in their work; informs all aspects of NOVA (marketing, finance, academics, technology, etc).; conference 
presentations; support acquisition of funding for NOVA.

Student - Pilot students are enrolled in two classes for the Summer 2021 term. They are in grades 6-8. They had a 
choice of the following classes: Science, Math, Art and French. They actively make choices about which content to 
learn, how to interact with the course and which assignments to take. At the level of program, they make choices 
about which Pathway (area of specialized study) they want to pursue, then the choose the courses within that 
Pathway. All Pathways are aligned to California State Standards and graduation requirements.



NOVA Research 
Group

Researchers
Internal Research Team 

(IRT):  instructors, course 
developers, leaders

External Research Team 
(ERT):  3 university 

professors/ researchers 

Course Developers
Content Experts, 

Credentialed 
Teachers, Professors 

Instructors
Content Experts, 

Credentialed 
Teachers, Professors 

The NOVA Research group is comprised of internal 
and external participants who meet weekly in order 
to examine the discursive processes involved with 
developing an interactive online school.  Each group  
member brings expertise in one or more of the 
following areas:  interactional ethnographic 
research, evaluation and research methods, online 
teaching and learning, credentialed teaching, art 
education, digital literacies, literacies, school 
operations, instruction, and course development. 



NOVA Research Group
“Group Member K”
Dr. Kris Machtmes, 
Associate Professor, 
Evaluation and Research 
Methods, Ohio University

“Group Member D”

Dr. Damian Corbin Jenkins, 
CEO NOVA, former Assistant 
Professor of Education 

“Group Member C”

Caroline Nuttall Cross, 
Operations Manager, NOVA 

“Group Member S”

Stephanie Pope, CAO NOVA 

“”Group Member J”

Dr. Judith Green, 
Distinguished Professor 
Emerita, UCSB 

“Group Member L”

Lauren Gilmore, Instructional 
Designer, NOVA 

“Group Member M”
Dr. Monaliza Maximo Chian; 
Post-Doctoral Fellow;The
University of Hong Kong



NOVA Research 
Group

Internal Research 
Team (IRT)/ External 
Research Team 
(ERT)

Location Role/ Expertise

Group member C IRT California Teacher/ Curriculum designer

Group Member L IRT California Teacher/ Curriculum designer

Group Member S IRT California Provides mentoring and PD to teachers developing 
courses/ online learning expert

Group Member M ERT Hong Kong Ethnographer/ Qualitative Research Methodologist/ 
Post Doc Fellow

Group Member K ERT Ohio University Researcher/Research Methodologist/ 
Associate Professor

Group Member J ERT California Ethnographer/ Qualitative Research Methodologist/ 
Distinguished Professor Emerita

Group Member D IRT California Ethnographer/ Qualitative Research Methodologist/ 
School Leader



Relationship of Research Group 
Participants to Each Other Prior to Study 



Locating themes among the 
conversations of processes 



Research Questions
• Our research group is “trying to understand the 

conceptualization of each of the course 
developer’s processes they go through to develop 
a course” (NOVA Research Group interview, May 
27, 2021).

• How and in what ways are the actions taken and 
decisions made by course developers coming 
together to form something called a course? 
• What resources (technological, intellectual, 

interpersonal) do teachers rely on in order to 
create an online course? How do they move 
among resources available to construct a course?



Framing the Context for 
Developing Courses:  
Choices in-the-Making  
• The school offers courses in the areas of English Language Arts, Social Sciences, 

Mathematics, Physical Education, Sciences, World Languages, Music and Fine Arts. 

• Courses are offered using an interactive learning model developed at the University of 
California Santa Barbara (Jenkins, 2010). 

• The goal of our learning model is to position the learner as an active decision maker 
who is guided to make choices about: 1) the information source(s) they want to learn 
from and 2) how they will demonstrate that knowledge.  

• Students also have the choice of revisiting the standard/ content that is introduced, 
and engagement a different source of information which holds potential to deepen 
their understandings by focusing on the standard/ content using a different 
information source.  

• Students may also choose to display what they have learned more than one time and 
choose to take up a new and second “demonstrated knowledge” option.  The student 
is invited to deepen their understandings as many times as they want, or they may 
move to another area of the course and select a new standard to study.  

• NOVA courses provide the learner access to curriculum that is comprised of a diverse 
range of information sources and choices that teach students: 1) content area 
knowledge and 2) how to make choices about their learning.  

• NOVA’s approach holds potential for students to act as independent thinkers and 
informed consumers who make choices about taking up or not taking up of different 
kinds of information; and choices about how to demonstrate their learning.  



Professionally Developing in Small Groups 
• Information co-constructed during "conversations of process" shaped and informed the 

ways by which teachers were supported in small groups by the CAO who has expertise in 
online learning and course development.

• Small groups meet weekly in order to develop online teaching strategies, develop 
content, hone skills in educational technology, and share social emotional aspects of the 
work.



Professionally Developing



Telling Case #1: Lauren's Digital Literacy Course



Telling Case #2: Caroline's Fine Arts Course



Next Steps
• Refine and develop the small group professional development series for teachers 

in ways that reflect the observed needs of teachers as they develop online 
courses
• Examine how and in what ways students enrolled in the courses take up the 

opportunities constructed by the teachers, as well as new ways of being, acting, 
knowing and doing that are co-constructed among teachers, students and the 
course developed. 
• Examine opportunities developed for students to engage the course as 

individuals, but also as individuals within a collective learning group. Insights 
from this study potentially offer a framework to guide teachers to engage in 
reflexive processes that enable them to make empirically informed decisions on 
teaching and learning processes taken up when thinking and designing a 
curriculum or a course of study.
• Articulate "Conversations of Processes" as an ethnographic research method
• What do the teachers decide works best for developing their classes, and how do 

they make these decisions?
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