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Evidence-Based Practices in Online and Distance Learning: A Research 

Review for Educators during the COVID-19 Pandemic 

As of March 17, 37 states across the nation closed the doors of their schools.  In many locations, the announced shutdown is 
for a few weeks, but many experts are suggesting that closures could last longer as America and the world wrestle with 
COVID-19.  This new reality has set districts scrambling, trying to find alternative mechanisms for providing continuous  
learning and reducing the potentially devastating impact of learning loss.1  

Many districts are moving to online learning.  Some schools have adopted online curricula, providing various degrees of  
coherence.  Others are scrambling to assemble collections of aligned activities and learning experiences.   

What we know is that many of us in traditional public education have little experience with purely online learning.  Face-to-
face, classroom-embedded learning has served as our fundamental food group for years.  Even our most technologically-
savvy teachers, the ones who have used online resources to extend and deepen learning, have been doing so in the context 
of face-to-face instruction. 

There are places where online learning is more developed, and where we might be able to glean lessons that might help  
educators facing these new realities.  Alternative, online high schools have existed in many states for years.  Some school 
districts have offered online courses as supplements to their core curricula.  Numerous universities have deep experiences 
offering courses or entire programs virtually.  Online learning opportunities have become more common, with 20% of  
students grades 5-12 self-reporting that they have taken an online or distance learning course on their own or at school.2   

Online education represents a “fundamental change [in] the relationship that students, teachers, parents, and the communi-
ty have with their educational institutions and with one another” and optimally involves a deep investment of professional 
learning to develop excellent online instructors.3  There is no doubt we are asking our individual educators and the systems 
within which they work for rather seismic shifts. 

Scholars have also begun to develop a research base that can inform our work in this area.  First of all, it is important to note 
that the research is incomplete.  For example, until now there have been few purely virtual learning experiments for early 
elementary school.  Also, in many ways the research provides general guidance, but it won’t tell us exactly what to do  
tomorrow.  

Below are key themes in the literature that can inform your transitions to online learning. 

Effectiveness of Online Learning 

 There is evidence that students in certain online conditions can perform as well or slightly better than those students 
learning the same materials through traditional face-to-face instruction.4  

 There are multiple modes of online learning, and research suggests that that those forms that are designed to be  
collaborative or instructor-directed are more effective than those where students are expected to learn independently.5 

 Online learning seems to have consistent effects across a wide range of content and learner types.6   

 Blended instruction that combines online and face-to-face elements had a larger advantage than purely online  
instruction.7 

Research on Effective Practices in Online Learning 

 What is the endgame?  Instructional clarity and intentionality are critical.  As is the case in traditional classroom in-
struction, it is essential for educators to design lessons and use online resources with defined learner outcomes.8 
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 Self-regulation and Metacognition. Online learning seems to be optimized when self-regulation is central to the  
learning experience.  More specifically, one meta-analysis suggests that online learning can be enhanced by “giving 
learners control of their interactions with media and prompting learning reflection.”  Research studies seem to suggest 
that online learning experiences that trigger learner activity, self-monitoring, and increased understanding are effective.9   

 Clarify the Rules of Engagement.  Each fall teachers spend time defining the expectations and the routines in the  
classroom.  This is no less important online.  Research suggests that online learning is more effective when students  
understand the specific behaviors and expectations that will assist the learning process.10  

 Collaboration and Interaction over Isolation.  Research suggests that online learning is more effective when students 
collaborate than when working in isolation.11  Optimally, students are still engaged in a directed, social learning  
experience, as opposed to toiling extensively in seclusion. 

 Alignment.  As counter-intuitive as it sounds, there is little evidence that inclusion of more media, on average, enhances 
online learning.12  This is not to suggest that media cannot be effective, in fact it can animate ideas, provide different 
modalities, and spark student interest.  However, It is important to select aligned resources and not overwhelm  
students with too much media content.    

 Instructional Tasks Matter.  Evidence suggests that the use of online quizzes does seem more effective than other 
online learning experiences, such as assigning homework.13  Care should be taken to design instructional tasks that  
stimulate active learning and deep student thinking.   

 Feedback, Feedback, Feedback.  Feedback consistently shows up as one of the most effective instructional strategies 
available to educators, and this is no less true in online learning.  Online learning should be designed to allow teachers 
and peers to provide students feedback that can enhance the learning process, correcting misunderstandings, clarifying 
expectations, and directing additional learner strategies.14  

 Show Up and Be Accounted For.  Though educators may be remote, it is important they maintain social presence in 
the learning process.15  Instructors should provide feedback, communicate regularly, model participation, and create an 
inviting tone.16 

The learning curve over the coming weeks and months will be steep, and students and educators deserve evidence-based 
guidance for how we can provide alternative (and even optimal) modes of learning and teaching.   
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