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Standard M: Instructional Staff Support

Indicator M4:  Professional development
opportunities that are focused on how to
support learners in an online learning
environment are provided to career
coaches, academic mentors, school
counselors, and support staff.
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Face-to-face schools that provide online learning options for their
students often have an adult in the classroom for support.
Although this individual may not be the online teacher, they are
crucial to student success. Investing in training for those who
support online students will increase learning outcomes.

Idaho Digital Learning Alliance (IDLA) is the state’s supplemental
online learning program. Students anywhere in Idaho can enroll in
an IDLA course through their local public, charter, or online school.
Through its partnership with the school, IDLA offers courses that
supplement the learning options available to students at their
school.

Part of the requirement a school agrees to before enrolling
students in an IDLA course is to provide a Site Coordinator. The
responsibilities of a Site Coordinator include enrolling students,
reporting grades, providing academic advising, and serving as a
point of contact for the IDLA Teacher. Many schools also add
requirements to provide support, monitoring, and motivation in a
Learning Coach role.

Each year, IDLA hosts one in-person training and one online
training for Site Coordinators and Learning Coaches. These
individuals are not IDLA employees. So why do we invest time and
cost in training school employees? Because the work that they do
supports student success.

https://idla.org/
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Check out the NSQ Professional
Learning Portal and NSQ Website for
more resources at www.NSQOL.org 

RESOURCES to support standard use (mostly practical)

Why invest in training for school employees?
NSQ Program Standard M4 says that professional development should
be provided to career coaches, academic mentors, school counselors,
and support staff. The support provided by these support staff
members to students is part of the success model for students in a
supplemental program (Simmons, 2025). It is most often the adult in
the room, in this case, the Learning Coach, to whom students turn
when they are struggling with content or online learning.

 In my recent research on this role, none of the students included in the
study had reached out to their online teacher for support with their
course. For those who had ever contacted their teacher, it was only
once, and only for content-specific questions. None of the students in
the study reached out to their online teacher for emotional support
(Simmons, 2025).

 As reflected in the Academic Communities of Engagement (ACE)
framework, students receive support in their online learning from either
teachers, parents, or peers (Borup et. al., 2014). When there is a physical
distance between a student and a teacher, students will turn to the
adult they see in person to fulfill their need for support. If one is not
available, they are left to the support they can receive from parents,
which varies (Martin, Xie, et al., 2022), or peers. Schools using online
programs need to provide Learning Coaches to meet students’ support
needs, and the online programs must provide training to ensure the
support provided is sufficient.

What should be included in training?
The primary roles of a Learning Coach include providing nurturing,
monitoring, motivating, and encouraging communication between the
student and their teacher (Borup, 2018). The characteristics that
students look for in an adult who is supporting them are trust, attention,
empathy, availability, affirmation (Neal, 2017), respect, and virtue
(Laursen & Birmingham, 2003). No specific certification or degree is
needed to be a successful Learning Coach (Borup, 2018; Simmons,
2025).

The skills needed to be a successful Learning Coach are not difficult to
teach. Administrators can identify the characteristics students look for
in a successful Learning Coach through their hiring processes. As I like
to say at IDLA, “We can’t teach you to like kids.” What we can do is help
you apply the characteristics you possess, combined with the skills we
can teach, to become an effective support for students.

H E L P F U L  H I N T S for putting standard into practice

Dr. Jeff Simmons is the Superintendent of Idaho Digital Learning
Alliance (IDLA), Idaho’s online supplemental program. IDLA supports all
public schools in the state with a mission to provide equal
opportunities to all students. Jeff holds a Doctorate and an MA in
Education Leadership from the University of Idaho, and a BA in Social
Studies and English Education from Northwest Nazarene University. Jeff
has worked in public education since 2001.

Program Standard M4 emphasizes the need for providing student
support. Research in the field demonstrates why this is important
and what providing support should entail.If this layer is not currently
part of your online learning program, consider the valuable impact it
can make on student learning and the enhanced support all
students would receive when this layer is in place.
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