
Introduction
This report accomplishes two purposes. First, it captures the 
groundwork Erik Hanson, Appleton Area School District’s 
(AASD) Director of Appleton eSchool, has laid regarding the 
why and what of developing a credential to represent online 
readiness. Second, it contributes to the development of a 
common language for discussing online readiness and its 
components to facilitate districts’ adoption of and involvement 
in this initiative. Once there is common understanding, 
schools can adapt the online learning readiness for post 
high school approach to credentialing and put it into 
practice in their own way.

The Impetus behind the Initiative
In 2015, Hanson was looking for ways to communicate more 
effectively with students and families about the value of 
taking an online course and being successful in it. He was 
also looking for a means to illustrate that online learning and 
the skills for successfully learning online are valuable and 
instrumental in preparing students for college and career 
readiness. Hanson wanted to elevate transcript information 
from more than simply online course completion; he wanted 
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to show that students have met certain criteria that indicate 
online course readiness for post high school experiences. 
Hanson wanted students and parents to see how this experience 
was valued; he also wanted business, industry, higher 
education, technical schools, and community colleges to be 
able to see that students who successfully complete online 
courses from Appleton Area School District’s eSchool have 
a skill set that includes attributes specific to yet broader than 
successful online learning.

Another impetus occurred in the fall of 2015 when Hanson 
discovered that the University of Wisconsin – Milwaukee (UW-M) 
was not allowing freshmen to enroll in online courses. The 
students were so ill prepared for learning online that the university 
was having to put additional resources into supporting students 
to make sure that they could succeed in their online classes. 
Also at that time, at least half of UW-M students were taking an online course as part of their campus 
undergraduate experience. In 2016, over 9,000 of their students combined online and face-to-face 
courses. More recently, Hanson learned that Fox Valley Technical College offered 20 percent of their 
courses online. One of every five classes and several entire programs are offered exclusively online. 

Hanson sees in this situation a healthy meal analogy: Everyone knows vegetables are good for you; 
although we don’t always want to eat them, eventually we will have to. Online learning is inevitable 
– whether one is pursuing a technical trade, a university or community college degree, professional 
development, or on-the job training. In fact, some two-year degrees are offered only online. Online 
readiness has broad implications, so it is imperative to discuss this initiative across districts and develop 
a tangible message for stakeholders that will illustrate both its importance to students, parents, and 
others and the value that this experience adds to students and the community when they graduate from 
Wisconsin high schools. In addition, the message needs to communicate clearly to stakeholders that 
with this credentialing, the records of the students who are successful in online courses will show how 
they are successful; and the badge on their transcript will mean more to their employers and their future 
educational institutions because more than a letter grade, it signifies the skills students have.

Practical Application
Hanson knew it would take a lot of time and commitment from many people to reach consensus 
about a complicated credential and its key attributes, so AASD started with a simple approach. While 
anticipating further refinement as more people got involved, AASD settled on two criteria: students 
must receive a B or better in the course and cannot have a record of cheating or plagiarism. Thus, 
the badge reflects academic success and adherence to the academic honor code and policy. 
(Interestingly, since the online readiness badge has been in place, there have been far fewer reports of 
plagiarism from teachers.) 

Originally, the badge was an image stamped on student transcripts. Later, AASD added “online course 
ready for post high school” as a field in their student information system (SIS). Now a line item occurs 
on the transcript automatically when triggered by the registrar. The item is linked so people can go to 
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the website to learn more about what the credential represents. Hanson is hoping to work with their 
SIS provider to align an open badging standard that can be transferable between school transcripts 
and follow the student as an adult. AASD has been in communication with IMS Global, Credly, and 
Infinite Campus about making a home on the transcript to have not only a text field, but an image to 
represent the badge as well.

Moving Ahead
It is still early in the evolution of the initiative — both in 
establishing consensus and in implementation. Cross 
collaboration is required to develop both a common language 
for the attributes and a system that will encourage stakeholders 
to endorse these badges or credentials, share them with each 
other, and learn from each other’s strategies. Further, Hanson 
explains, there are two kinds of online readiness to develop 
common language for: the online readiness to prepare students 
to be successful in online courses today and the readiness 
attributes for post high school. However, it will take a community 
of experts or practitioners in this field to identify the attributes 
and their levels; separate what is habit and how much is yet to 
become part of the student’s skill set and what lies in between; 
and come to an agreement about the priorities. 

This identification and separation effort is already underway 
across the country. As an example, the U.S. Department 
of Education is currently funding a research project that is 
investigating the impact of an online orientation course on 
students’ performance in their online courses. The orientation 
course in the research study includes modules on technical 
skills, learning skills, self-regulation and monitoring skills, as well 
as basic familiarity with the online environment. The two-hour 
course is randomly assigned to students allowing the researchers 
to determine the effect that such an intervention has on student success in their eventual online 
course. Research efforts such as these will help inform the design of online readiness experiences 
like the one at AASD.

Currently, the AASD badge conveys a B (or higher) to show mastery and compliance with the academic 
honor code. In the future, the SIS and transcript may be able to show a variable scale of post high 
school readiness within each attribute. Identifying levels of mastery within attributes will further illustrate 
the student’s level of attainment and provide more specific information about the degree of online 
learning readiness post high school the student has reached, another value add for individuals wherever 
their path leads after high school.

Broader adoption will build additional support for the initiative and contribute to maintaining its 
momentum. The Wisconsin eSchool Network and IMS Global are both talking with more stakeholders 
about this initiative and how to raise awareness among staff and community so more people can 
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you.’ That implies that there’s a 
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human beings than what a grade 
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kids that we care about more 
than just the grade, that we care 
about them and what they can 
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collaborate on moving the credentialing forward. The broader the involvement throughout the 
state, the more valuable the badge is to stakeholders and the more likely it will go with the student 
wherever the student goes.

Most important, says Hanson, is making stakeholders aware of the impact and value of a widely 
recognized credential that will verify a student’s readiness for online learning beyond high school, 
whether it is at a community college or technical school, in higher education, or on the job. Second is 
to have something tangible school staff can talk about to help people understand why it’s important to 
be successful in an online course before they leave high school. Lastly, critical to broad implementation 
is bringing together a community of experts and practitioners in the field to drive identifying further 
the core attributes of an online learner: academic achievement, self-awareness and independence, 
communication skills, time and task management, and adaptability to multiple environments.

How do you build, 
support, and sustain the 
community of experts 
and practitioners 
to develop the common  
language of online  
readiness post high  
school and promote  
this credentialing  
initiative? 

What is the level 
of exposure to and 
understanding about 
the intent and impact of 
standardizing an online 
learning post high school 
readiness credential in 
the various stakeholder 
communities?

How do you 
communicate the value 
of online learning in 
preparing students for 
college and career 
readiness?

KEY 
QUESTIONS

CONTACT
Erik Hanson
Director of Appleton eSchool,  
Appleton Area School District
HANSONERIK@aasd.k12.wi.us
(920) 997-1399 Ext 2858
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A successful online course completion may demonstrate varying competencies positioning 
students for college and career readiness. The following options may be used in some capacity 
to elevate student online learning readiness through the adoption of a badge, credential, or other 
indicator. If you move forward with a badge or credential identify which skills and competencies 
your students gain as part of a successful online course completion. Consider choosing from any 
of the following options or creating your own.

                    Appleton eSchool Core Attributes of the Digital Online Learner1

Consider adopting a badge or other indicator elevating students readiness for online learning. For 
Appleton eSchool the Online Course Ready badge is an easily identifiable credential visible on the 
official student transcript. This badge alerts educators and employers that the student has a proven level 
of online learning success after completing their high school school experience in the Appleton Area 
School District. This badge will assist with recognizing and identifying the powerful attributes that come 
with a successful online course completion.

1. Academic Achievement

2. Self-Awareness & Independence

3. Communication Skills

4. Time and Task Management

5. Adaptability to Environments

                    NSQ Standards leading to student competencies2

The National Standards for Quality Online Courses, Programs, and Teaching have been the most used 
and respected benchmark for states, districts, and schools aspiring to provide quality online courses, 
programs and teaching, since first being introduced by the Southern Regional Education Board (SREB). 

It is important to note that by cross walking national standards with successful student outcomes we can 
use deductive reasoning to establish proficiency at the student level in alignment with these standards. 
One must note, many variables impact how a program will define proficiency and quality within each 
of these standards. This simply provides a framework to help guide districts in the development of 
competencies they believe their program will provide upon the successful completion of course 
enrollments by students as part of their program. 

NSQ PROGRAM STANDARD G: EQUITY AND ACCESS

A successful course completion by a student may demonstrate that a student was able to 
successfully access and complete an online course with or without accommodations made available 
to meet student needs.

1  https://appletoneschool.org/onlinecourseready/

2  https://www.nsqol.org/the-standards/quality-online-programs/ (for siting purposes)

OPTION 1

OPTION 1OPTION 2

https://appletoneschool.org/onlinecourseready/ 
https://www.nsqol.org/the-standards/quality-online-programs/ (for siting purposes) 
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NSQ PROGRAM STANDARD H: INTEGRITY AND ACCOUNTABILITY

A successful course completion by a student may demonstrate that a student was able to meet 
expectations set by the online program of regular and timely academic progress towards attainment of 
goals, compliance with policies and standards, and achievement of student learning outcomes including 
the successful completion of appropriate course rigor and possibly diploma completion requirements

NSQ PROGRAM STANDARD I: CURRICULUM AND COURSE EXPERIENCE

A successful course completion by a student may demonstrate the student engaged with digital content 
methods including being the recipient of online instruction for both institutionally developed courses as 
well as licensed content from other sources.

NSQ PROGRAM STANDARD J: INSTRUCTION

A successful course completion by a student may demonstrate the student engaged with the online 
instructional methods provided by the online teacher. This includes proficiency in meeting instructor 
expectations, formative and summative assessments, understanding of basic learning analytics, 
academic integrity, and standard proficiency. 

NSQ PROGRAM STANDARD K: ASSESSMENT AND LEARNER PERFORMANCE

A successful course completion by a student may demonstrate the student successfully obtained 
appropriate learner outcomes through a comprehensive, integrated approach demonstrating progress 
toward defined learning objectives.

NSQ PROGRAM STANDARD L: FACULTY AND STAFF SUPPORT

A successful course completion by a student may demonstrate the student successfully engaged with 
instructional faculty and staff through mentoring, technical assistance, and direct instruction.

NSQ PROGRAM STANDARD M: LEARNER AND PARENT/GUARDIAN SUPPORT

A successful course completion by a student may demonstrate the learner and parent/guardian 
adequately leveraged the provided supports and resources to successfully engage in an online 
learning environment. 
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                    Student Guide Online Learner Readiness Rubric3

1. Proficient in Technology Skills

2. Proficient in Work and Study Habits

3. Proficient in Online Learning Style

4. Proficient in Technology Connectivity

5. Proficient in Time Management

6. Proficient in Self Drive and Motivation

7. Proficient in Reading and Writing

8. Proficient in Leveraging Student Support Services

3  https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b2a5d54e74940efa50bef9f/t/5c0848044fa51af588755c92/1544046629695/WDLC-Student-

Guide_Final.pdf (page 7)

OPTION 3

   Implement a credential or badge on the 
transcript validating online readiness

   Implement a simple transcript indicator  
that a course was taken online

   Implement strong student orientations to 
ensure successful online learning readiness

   Implement an online course experience  
as a graduation requirement

   Implement a digital learning experience  
as a graduation requirement

   Implement an online learning requirement  
as part of student portfolios

   Elevate the awareness of student choice 
through online offerings to all families

   Implement online course offerings as part  
of “traditional” course selection processes

   Implement fully online 
programs as a student choice

   Incorporate online learning as part of 
Academic and Career Planning

   Build online dual credit partnerships with 
local higher education institutions

   Shift specific course titles to only be offered 
online (i.e. Health, Foreign Languages, 
Financial Literacy, etc.)

   Move away from distance learning labs 
replacing them with online course offerings

   Incorporate online learning as part of gifted 
and talented programs at all levels

   Build and develop strong online 
summer school programs

   Develop online learning labs 
within school buildings

  Develop online virtual charter schools

   Develop online program offerings as 
part of the district

   Leverage state supplemental 
online course offerings

Different Strategies Used to Elevate the Importance and Value of Successful 
Online Learning:

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b2a5d54e74940efa50bef9f/t/5c0848044fa51af588755c92/1544046629695/WDLC-Student-Guide_Final.pdf (page 7) 
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Resources
What jobs-to-be-done are you hiring for? Wondering about solutions for post high school readiness? Us 
too…: One Story and Path to Adding Value for Our Local Graduates by Erik L. Hanson, Dean of Digital 
Learning, Appleton Area School District – https://awsa.memberclicks.net/update-article--relational-
readiness--one-story-and-path-to-adding-value-for-our-local-graduates

https://awsa.memberclicks.net/update-article--relational-readiness--one-story-and-path-to-adding-value-for-our-local-graduates
https://awsa.memberclicks.net/update-article--relational-readiness--one-story-and-path-to-adding-value-for-our-local-graduates

