
	

	

	
HSESJ:	What	We	Know	About	Online	Education	and	How	it	Affects	Equity	in	Hawai’i’s	Public	Schools	

	
	 	

1	 
 http://hawaiischolars.weebly.com  

 
  

					 
 What We Know About Online Education and 

How it Affects Equity in Hawaiʻi’s Public Schools  
	
	
	
	
	
	
 
 

Since March 2020, the COVID-19 
pandemic has caused a significant shift 
in how PreK-12 curriculum and 
instruction is delivered to students. As 
the majority of public and private 
schools in the United States have 
changed their mode of instruction from 
face-to-face to primarily online formats, 
there have been a number of concerns 
among teachers, students, and their 
families. These concerns include issues 
related to appropriate curricula, screen 
time, student engagement, and social-
emotional well-being, internet 
connectivity, access to electronic 
devices, and corporate interests. 
 

 

 
While studies in the early 2000s suggested an 
optimistic picture of online education’s outcomes, 
six more recent, large-scale studies (published 2017 
to 2020) have shown the ineffectiveness of fully and 
partially online schools. Overall, online students 
demonstrate lower achievement levels than students 
receiving face-to-face instruction. 
 

• Students in online charter schools 
performed lower academically than those 
who enrolled in in-person schools (either 
charter or not). 

 

• In a 2017-18 national report on online 
education, the graduation rate for fully 
online schools was only 50.1% and 
blended (part online and part in-person) 
was 61.5%. 
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• The 2017-18 national report also revealed 
that online schools operated by private, 
for-profit companies were the lowest-
performing of all schools. 

 
Technologies for online education can enhance 
teaching and learning, but the misuse of or 
overreliance on technology can exacerbate existing 
resource inequities. This has been called 
technology’s “Law of Amplification.” Educational 
technologies tend to build on the resources of high-
performing schools, but distract from the missions 
and compound the challenges of under-resourced 
schools. 
 
• Nationwide in spring 2020, households that 

earned $100,000 annually or more almost 
universally had home broadband internet 
access; whereas, only 40% of households 
earning under $30,000 had such internet 
access and were also less likely to have home 
computers. 

 
• In Hawai‘i, prior to the pandemic, researchers 

reported that particular subgroups, including 
Native Hawaiians, Filipino Americans, those 
in special education, and in rural areas, had 
fewer qualified teachers than other students, 
placing them at an educational disadvantage 
compared to their peers. Additionally, access 
to hardware, the internet, and institutional 
capacity for online instruction was inequitable 
for these students. The transition to online 
education has exacerbated these inequities. 

 
• Families with children in foster care, living in 

shelters, living with other families due to 
economic hardships, or living in public 
housing reported having fewer devices 
available for their children’s distance learning 
and access to a reliable internet connection. 

 
• Hawai’i teachers reported difficulty reaching 

their students, and only 10% of elementary 

teachers and 3% of middle and high school 
teachers reported that all of their students 
participated consistently in remote learning. 

 
• HIDOE’s outsourcing of online education 

through a contract with Acellus Learning 
Accelerator, an unaccredited K-12 online 
curricula, resulted in students being exposed 
to racist, sexist, and religious materials. 

 

 

 
Technology companies and philanthropists have 
pushed a narrative that promises technology as a 
primary lever for change, not merely to enhance 
teaching. Profits from the technologizing of 
education are forecasted to grow exponentially. 
  
• Despite the fact that federal funds are only 

to be spent on research-based technology 
products, a recent review found that 
dozens of companies presented “little or 
shoddy evidence” that was cultivated in 
self-designed or self-commissioned 
studies. 

 
• Nationwide, K-12 superintendents 

expressed concern of being inundated with 
too-frequent, aggressive, and deceitful 
sales tactics by educational technology 
companies. As school districts braced 
themselves for anticipated, steep cuts to 
budgets, educational technology 
companies set their sights on the federal 
CARES Act that included over $13.5 
billion for education. 

 
• Hawai‘i allocated $15 million—over one-

third of its CARES ESSER funding—for 
devices and connectivity. 

 
• We risk dehumanizing education when we 

over-rely on technology. In Hawai‘i, 
family members cited children’s social 
and emotional needs as a prime concern 
during remote education. 
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• Research indicates that the quality of teachers 
has 2-3 times more influence on student 
outcomes, compared to other school-based 
factors, including facilities, services, and  
 

leadership. Thus, it is teachers, rather than 
technology, that should be prioritized.	

	
	

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Conclusion 

Ninety scholars in Hawai‘i have endorsed this statement. 
View the complete text of the HSESJ Research Brief #3 and see the full list if signatories online: 
http://hawaiischolars.weebly.com 

Contributing authors include Deanna Kehau Pong, Samantha Kuakini, Paige Banninger, Denise Low-Liu, 
Michael Cawdery, Carole Hsiao, Colleen Rost-Banik, Lois Yamauchi, and Klavdija Zorec. 

 

 
• We recommend that the federal government provide funding to states that 

supplant all lost tax revenue and that offset the additional educational costs 
related to pandemic. We also recommend that the State legislature close tax 
loopholes, end subsidies for profitable corporations, and substantially increase 
taxes on the wealthy and on investors in order to adequately and equitably fund 
education. 

	
• We recommend that federal, state, and local governments should provide access 

to technologies for online education, including internet access, software, and 
platforms. 

	
• We recommend that all schools support teachers in building humanizing 

relationships with students and communities; that all schools function as 
community schools, whether in-person or online; and that they receive adequate 
and equitable funding and support to do so. 

	
• We recommend that all schools provide the resources and support needed—

including partnerships with teacher unions, district personnel, community and 
youth educators, parents and families, professional associations, and colleges 
of education—to develop and engage justice-oriented curriculum online; and 
that they receive adequate and equitable. 
 

 
Given Hawaiʻi’s highly diverse student population, the persistent 

disadvantages for marginalized groups of students regarding 
educational opportunities, and concerns that corporate 
interventions widen inequities and injustices, our overall 

recommendation is to exercise the utmost caution with regard to 
the technologizing of public education.
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