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Like most high school students, Ashley and Blair Roy are enjoying their last free days of summer before school starts on Monday. But 
their classroom is in a small room on the second floor of their Burleson home where they meet their teachers and interact with 
other students online. 
“We can go to school in our pajamas,” said Blair, 15, sitting in the home classroom, equipped with two computers, large bookshelves 
and a “No Whining” sign above the window. 
These teen sisters are part of a small but growing number of Texas students who are getting a free public education, taught by state-
certified teachers, without ever stepping into a school building. They’re students at the Lewisville-based Texas Virtual Academy, one 
of three schools authorized by the Texas Education Agency to provide full-time online learning for elementary, middle and high 
school students. 
Approximately 250,000 students were enrolled in full-time virtual schools nationwide in 2010-11, up 50,000 from the year before, 
according to the International Association for K-12 Online Learning. At least 30 states offer full-time online education, according to 
the nonprofit based in the Washington, D.C., area. Last year, more than 6,000 Texas students were enrolled in the three online 
schools. Many experts believe their ranks will grow. 
“As more students, as well as parents, hear that this option is available, they’re grabbing it,” said Barbara Smith, project director for 
the Texas Virtual School Network, which was created by the Texas Legislature in 2007. The network provides supplemental online 
courses for school districts and oversees the online public schools. “We spend a lot of time ensuring that we get quality courses that 
meet the state curriculum as well as state standards,” Smith said. 
She said families choose online learning for a variety of reasons. Often students want to move ahead quicker than a classroom 
structure allows. Or they’re falling behind and need more time to master subjects. Some online students are competitive athletes or 
budding actors who need flexible learning schedules. Others have medical needs that require them to stay at home. Some students 
have been bullied at school and parents want them educated in a safe environment at home. Many had been home-schooled and 
their parents want a more structured learning environment. 
Texas Virtual Academy 
The Texas Virtual Academy, which started in Houston in 2007 and transferred its business office to Lewisville last year, provides full-
time instruction for grades 3-12. The academy had about 4,000 students last year and will start this school year with a waiting list for 
many grades. 
Most of the students — 59 percent — transferred from a school district. But the academy also offers a different approach to the 28 
percent of its students who were previously home-schooled, said Mary Gifford, regional vice president for K12 Inc. The company 
partners with Responsive Education Solutions, a charter school, to operate the online academy. 
“They are part of a public school that is delivered in the home,” said Gifford, noting that the students are supplied with all their 
books and materials. Classes must meet all state requirements. Students must take all mandated tests in a proctored setting. The 
education is free to students who transfer from another public school. 
Unlike other online schools, where teachers and students may be hundreds of miles apart, “we want teachers where are kids are,” 
Gifford said. “That’s part of our model.” This proximity allows teachers to arrange field trips, have one-on-one tutoring at Starbucks 
or set up a science lab at a home or in a rented facility. 
Requirements 
The online alternative isn’t for everyone. An adult, usually a parent, should be at home to monitor a child’s progress, a requirement 
that would make virtual learning impractical for many families. 
“We know students are most successful if they have a loving adult at home,” Gifford said. 
Marcy Bloomfield is a Texas Virtual Academy language arts teacher who works out of her Rockwall home. When she’s sitting at her 
computer, she can post documents, applications and websites that her students can see on their computer screens. They ask 
questions through email and write answers to her questions on an interactive white board. 
“You’re doing what students do in a regular classroom, except you modify it for an online environment,” said Bloomfield, who has 
students living as far away as Fort Worth, Killeen and Sherman. She feels she has a closer relationship with parents than when she 
was a classroom teacher. “It’s a partnership,” she said. 
Online struggles 
Not all students succeed in an online setting. The I-News Network, a Colorado-based news consortium, and the nonprofit Education 
News Colorado spent 10 months tracking 10,500 students enrolled in the 10 largest online schools, beginning in 2008. 
The investigation, as reported in Education Week magazine, found that half of online students left within a year and dropped out at 
four times the state average. The study also found that virtual schools receive millions of dollars for students no longer attending, 
and school districts must find funds to absorb students who return mid-year. 
Among Texas’ three online public schools, two — the Texas Virtual Academy and Houston ISD’s Texas Connections Academy — had 
academically unacceptable ratings for 2011, according to the Texas Education Agency. The third, Texarkana ISD Virtual Academy, is 
new and has not been rated. 
In 2010-11 school year, Texas Virtual Academy had a dropout rate of 5.4 percent for grades 7-12. By comparison, public schools 
throughout the state had a 1.6 percent dropout rate for those grades during the same period, according to the Texas Education 
Agency. 
Gifford attributes Texas Virtual Academy’s academic rating to low scores for middle-school math and special education. 



“We know we have to do more for those kids,” she said. “We have more at-risk students than other online schools. That’s OK. That’s 
who we serve.” 
She also noted that online schools are given one academic rating for all grades, rather than separate listings for elementary, middle 
school and high schools. If the ratings were separated, “we could have had academically acceptable in elementary and high school,” 
she said. Of the dropouts, Gifford said many parents enroll failing students in an online school to “get them back on track. Their goal 
is to transition back to a traditional school. It’s not a failure that the student didn’t stay with us long-term.” 
And some families simply discover that this new educational option isn’t for them. It requires more structure and discipline than 
they realized. Or their child misses the socialization of a regular school. 
But there’s big financial incentive to ensure the online students succeed: State education dollars follow the student, and the online 
schools will only be paid for passing grades. For high school, they’ll be paid $400 for each semester course that a student passes. To 
prevent grade inflation, grades are tied to the State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness end-of-course exams, Gifford said. 
For the third through eighth grades, the online academy will be paid about $6,000 — the same per student amount paid to school 
districts — if the child successfully completes the equivalent of 180 days of instruction and is promoted to the next grade. 
“In Texas, there’s a lot of performance incentives for online schools,” Gifford said. “We think that’s fabulous.” 
‘No distractions’ 
Jennifer Roy believes her daughters are receiving a wonderful education through the Texas Virtual Academy. 
“There are no distractions like there would be in a classroom,” she said. “We want school to be about education without other 
pressures.” She said Ashley, now 18, started kindergarten in a traditional school but began struggling with reading. That’s when the 
family decided she needed to learn at her own pace. 
They chose a Christian-based home-school curriculum until transferring to the virtual academy in 2008. Both girls receive A’s and B’s 
and say they’re more challenged than they would be in a conventional school. “I think I’ve progressed faster,” said Ashley, who is 
starting her senior year. 
Around 8 a.m. each school day, the sisters are at their computers, checking in with their homeroom and chatting online with their 
friends before classes begin. They use “Class Connect,” an application that allows their teachers to post lessons online and interact 
with students in a live chat room. Ashley admits that math is not her best subject. She can watch a videotape of the class as many 
times as necessary to master the concepts. The sisters study a lot on their own and have the flexibility to get the work done on their 
own schedules. The amount of independent learning wouldn’t suit everyone. 
“You have to be self-motivated,” Ashley said. 
“You have to be an engaged parent, too,” adds her mother. 
Blair, a junior, has never attended a traditional school but doesn’t feel she’s missed out on any social aspects. 
She and her sister have served on the student council and the yearbook staff of their online school. The school’s booster club 
arranges so many social activities they don’t have time to attend them all. And this year, the school will have its first prom and 
graduation ceremony. 
She wants people to know that being a virtual student doesn’t mean you have a virtual life. “We know who Lady Gaga is,” Blair said. 
“We’re no different than brick-and-mortar students.” 
SOURCE: K12 Inc., which partners with Responsive Education Solutions, an open enrollment charter school, to operate the Texas 
Virtual Academy 
 
 
 

“The great homework debate: Too much, too little or busy work?” 
By Kelly Wallace, CNN  Updated 1:41 PM ET, Fri September 6, 2013 

And I thought Miley Cyrus' performance at the VMAs generated a ton of opinions.  
Ask parents how they feel about homework, as we did on CNN's Facebook page, and the response is immediate and intense. So 
many parents from all over the country sounded off passionately, saying we expect too much, too little or the wrong things from 
young students. 
As children go back to school and parents negotiate balancing family time and take-home assignments, parents shared that their 
children are stressed out and exhausted by the volume of homework they receive (so, too, are parents who say they've had to 
become drill sergeants in their own home to get it all done).  
Other parents said their kids aren't getting enough or any homework at all and they've had to create their own to keep their kids 
challenged. Some parents complained that their kids' homework is more busy work than helpful work to improve academic 
performance, while others said their kids' homework is just right -- and critical to competing in a global economy. 
Lisa Morguess, a mom of seven in Fullerton, California, who is against any homework in elementary school, started a blog called 
Hometown Homework Chronicles. It chronicles her dealings with her children's school and school district to limit the amount of 
homework. 
"I feel that, especially in elementary school, spending six to seven hours a day in school is enough," said Morguess in an interview via 
e-mail. "Kids are tired after that and need to unwind and engage in nonacademic activities -- many of which are just as valuable in 
creating a well-rounded person as academics are." 
That said, Morguess concedes it's next to impossible to get her children's school or any school to begin a no-homework policy. 
"The concept of homework is so ingrained in our culture that people can't and won't think about what it might be like if we just 
stopped making our kids do homework," said Morguess. "So I've put my foot down and refused to enforce more than 10 minutes of 
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homework per grade level for each of my elementary school kids, which is the guideline recommended by both the National PTA and 
the National Education Association." (Her kids' teachers this year so far seem accepting of her policy.) 
On the other side of the debate is Ann Gunty, a mom of four in Flagstaff, Arizona, who doesn't understand -- or support -- the notion 
that children should have less homework or no homework at all. 
"I just don't think it's the right thing to say, 'Oh, they don't need any homework. It's just too much. They should be out playing. They 
should only go to school,' " Gunty told me. "Making it less and less and less is contributing to us being less competitive worldwide." 
Gunty's kids, who attend a school that runs from grade 5 through 12, get between one to two hours of homework, including 30 
math problems every night, which she feels is appropriate, beneficial (her kids' school enjoys high test scores and strong college 
placement) and not intrusive on their ability to still be kids or enjoy family time. 
 
Mozart Saint Cyr, a father or two in Bridgewater, Massachusetts, takes it bit further: He doesn't think kids today get enough 
homework and are so distracted by video games and social media that they're going downhill. He says parents should demand more 
from their kids: "If the school provided extra homework, some parents would force their kids to do (it)."  
For many parents, the beef about homework is not whether it's too much or too little but the type of work the kids are bringing 
home. 
"I am not an advocate for homework for the sake of homework," said Francesca Price, a pregnant mom of two sons who aren't yet 
school-age. "This does nothing but waste time for the student who has yet to complete it, as well as for the teacher who has to 
grade it, giving both of them what everyone calls 'busy work.' " 
Dr. Tish Howard, a newly retired elementary school principal who continues to work with ailing schools as CEO of Edu-Linx 
Consulting, has never been a proponent of what she calls "tedious homework." 
"If a child is struggling, homework is not the key to improvement," she said, noting how few children have parents at home to help 
them if they're having trouble with their homework. "Our schools need to embed intervention time at the end of each day to 
support the learning of that day and ensure conceptual understanding before new learning is added the next day." 
Rachel Dueker, now a college sophomore in Ottawa, Kansas, says she benefited from a high school seminar class at the end of the 
day where she could do her homework in school -- a tremendous stress reliever. 
"I always did my math homework during my seminar class and went to my math teacher and sat side by side with her and got that 
help, and I didn't have to put in any extra time. It was given to me," Dueker said during an interview. 
Rhonda Lochiatto, a 16-year teaching veteran who currently teaches fourth grade in Volusia County, Florida, came up with a unique 
homework policy after she realized as a parent herself how little time there is for homework once you factor in after-school activities 
and life in general. 
"I don't require homework. In my class, I see homework as my opportunity to provide guidance to parents and offer ways for them 
to help their children at home," said the mom of two, who gives her students a "suggestion calendar" with optional interactive 
activities such as read-aloud time and topics to discuss.  
"If a child has mastered a skill, there is no reason to waste time drilling it over and over, especially when they are struggling in other 
areas," said Lochiatto. 
One thing I heard repeatedly from parents on both sides of the debate is the impact homework has -- or does not have -- on 
academic performance. 
Allie Eleuther, a single mom of two in Hilton Head, South Carolina, said it has been proven there is little value in homework. "More is 
not always better and does not result in kids getting a better education and doing better on standardized tests." 
Shay Hardin, a single mother of two, believes the movement away from homework is hurting our children's performance and the 
United States overall. "This is why many countries are already beginning to exceed the U.S. in terms of educational rank," she said. 
Who's right? 
If only it were a black and white issue, but it's not.  
A 2012 study found no relationship between the amount of time spent on homework and grades, but did find a positive link 
between homework and performance on standardized tests. A 2006 analysis of homework studies found a link between time spent 
on homework and achievement, but found it was much stronger in secondary school versus elementary school. That analysis also 
found that for junior high school students, homework reaches the point of diminishing return at around 90 minutes, and between 
90 minutes and 2.5 hours for high schoolers. 
"We just need to figure out what the right dosage is," said Erik Entrikin, a father of three whose girls sometimes get up earlier than 
their normal 5:30 a.m. wake-up time just to finish their homework. "Currently, it is much too high." 
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Rethinking Homework By Alfie Kohn 

After spending most of the day in school, children are typically given additional assignments to be completed at home.  This is a 
rather curious fact when you stop to think about it, but not as curious as the fact that few people ever stop to think about it. It 
becomes even more curious, for that matter, in light of three other facts: 
1.  The negative effects of homework are well known.  They include children’s frustration and exhaustion, lack of time for other 
activities, and possible loss of interest in learning.  Many parents lament the impact of homework on their relationship with their 
children; they may also resent having to play the role of enforcer and worry that they will be criticized either for not being involved 
enough with the homework or for becoming too involved. 
2.  The positive effects of homework are largely mythical.  In preparation for a book on the topic, I’ve spent a lot of time sifting 
through the research.  The results are nothing short of stunning.  For starters, there is absolutely no evidence of any academic 
benefit from assigning homework in elementary or middle school.  For younger students, in fact, there isn’t even 
a correlation between whether children do homework (or how much they do) and any meaningful measure of achievement.  At 
the high school level, the correlation is weak and tends to disappear when more sophisticated statistical measures are 
applied.  Meanwhile, no study has ever substantiated the belief that homework builds character or teaches good study habits. 
3.  More homework is being piled on children despite the absence of its value.  Over the last quarter-century the burden has 
increased most for the youngest children, for whom the evidence of positive effects isn’t just dubious; it’s nonexistent.  
It’s not as though most teachers decide now and then that a certain lesson really ought to continue after school is over because 
meaningful learning is so likely to result from such an assignment that it warrants the intrusion on family time.   Homework in most 
schools isn’t limited to those occasions when it seems appropriate and important.  Rather, the point of departure seems to 
be:  “We’ve decided ahead of time that children will have to do something every night (or several times a week).  Later on we’ll 
figure out what to make them do.” 
I’ve heard from countless people across the country about the frustration they feel over homework.  Parents who watch a torrent 
of busywork spill out of their children’s backpacks wish they could help teachers understand how the cons overwhelmingly 
outweigh the pros.  And teachers who have long harbored doubts about the value of homework feel pressured by those parents 
who mistakenly believe that a lack of afterschool assignments reflects an insufficient commitment to academic achievement.  Such 
parents seem to reason that as long as their kids have lots of stuff to do every night, never mind what it is, then learning must be 
taking place. 
What parents and teachers need is support from administrators who are willing to challenge the conventional wisdom.  They need 
principals who question the slogans that pass for arguments:  that homework creates a link between school and family (as if there 
weren’t more constructive ways to make that connection!), or that it “reinforces” what students were taught in class (a word that 
denotes the repetition of rote behaviors, not the development of understanding), or that it teaches children self-discipline and 
responsibility (a claim for which absolutely no evidence exists). 
Above all, principals need to help their faculties see that the most important criterion for judging decisions about homework (or 
other policies, for that matter) is the impact they’re likely to have on students’ attitudes about what they’re doing.  “Most of what 
homework is doing is driving kids away from learning,” says education professor Harvey Daniels.  Let’s face it:  Most children dread 
homework, or at best see it as something to be gotten through.  Thus, even if it did provide other benefits, they would have to be 
weighed against its likely effect on kids’ love of learning. 

* 
So what’s a thoughtful principal to do? 
1.  Educate yourself and share what you’ve learned with teachers, parents, and central office administrators.  Make sure you 
know what the research really says – that there is no reason to believe that children would be at any disadvantage in terms of their 
academic learning or life skills if they had much less homework, or even none at all.  Whatever decisions are made should be based 
on fact rather than folk wisdom. 
2.  Rethink standardized “homework policies.”  Requiring teachers to give a certain number of minutes of homework every day, 
or to make assignments on the same schedule every week (for example, x minutes of math on Tuesdays and Thursdays) is a frank 
admission that homework isn’t justified by a given lesson, much less is it a response to what specific kids need at a specific 
time.  Such policies sacrifice thoughtful instruction in order to achieve predictability, and they manage to do a disservice not only 
to students but, when imposed from above, to teachers as well. 
3.  Reduce the amount – but don’t stop there.  Many parents are understandably upset with how much time their children have 
to spend on homework.  At a minimum, make sure that teachers aren’t exceeding district guidelines and that they aren’t 
chronically underestimating how long it takes students to complete the assignments.  (As one mother told me, “It’s cheating to 
say this is 20 minutes of homework if only your fastest kid can complete it in that time.”)  Then work on reducing the amount of 
homework irrespective of such guidelines and expectations so that families, not schools, decide how they will spend most of their 
evenings. 
Quantity, however, is not the only issue that needs to be addressed.  Some assignments, frankly, aren’t worth even five minutes 
of a student’s time.  Too many first graders are forced to clip words from magazines that begin with a given letter of the 
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alphabet.  Too many fifth graders have to color in an endless list of factor pairs on graph paper.  Too many eighth graders spend 
their evenings inching their way through dull, overstuffed, committee-written textbooks, one chapter at a time.  Teachers should 
be invited to reflect on whether any given example of homework will help students think deeply about questions that 
matter.  What philosophy of teaching, what theory of learning, lies behind each assignment?   Does it seem to assume that children 
are meaning makers — or empty vessels?  Is learning regarded as a process that’s mostly active or passive?  Is it about wrestling 
with ideas or mindlessly following directions? 
4.  Change the default.  Ultimately, it’s not enough just to have less homework or even better homework.  We should change the 
fundamental expectation in our schools so that students are asked to take schoolwork home only when a there’s a reasonable 
likelihood that a particular assignment will be beneficial to most of them.  When that’s not true, they should be free to spend their 
after-school hours as they choose.  The bottom line:  No homework except on those occasions when it’s truly necessary.  This, of 
course, is a reversal of the current default state, which amounts to an endorsement of homework for its own sake, regardless of 
the content, a view that simply can’t be justified. 
5.  Ask the kids.  Find out what students think of homework and solicit their suggestions – perhaps by distributing anonymous 
questionnaires.  Many adults simply assume that homework is useful for promoting learning without even inquiring into the 
experience of the learners themselves!  Do students find that homework really is useful?  Why or why not?  Are certain kinds 
better than others?  How does homework affect their desire to learn?  What are its other effects on their lives, and on their 
families? 
6.  Suggest that teachers assign only what they design.  In most cases, students should be asked to do only what teachers are 
willing to create themselves, as opposed to prefabricated worksheets or generic exercises photocopied from textbooks.  Also, it 
rarely makes sense to give the same assignment to all students in a class because it’s unlikely to be beneficial for most of 
them.  Those who already understand the concept will be wasting their time, and those who don’t understand  will become 
increasingly frustrated.  There is no perfect assignment that will stimulate every student because one size simply doesn’t fit all.  On 
those days when homework really seems necessary, teachers should create several assignments fitted to different interests and 
capabilities.  But it’s better to give no homework to anyone than the same homework to everyone. 
7.  Use homework as an opportunity to involve students in decision-making.   One way to judge the quality of a classroom is by 
the extent to which students participate in making choices about their learning.  The best teachers know that children learn how 
to make good decisions by making decisions, not by following directions.  Students should have something to say about what 
they’re going to learn and the circumstances under which they’ll learn it, as well as how (and when) their learning will be evaluated, 
how the room will be set up, how conflicts will be resolved, and a lot more. 
What is true of education in general is true of homework in particular.  At least two investigators have found that the most 
impressive teachers (as defined by various criteria) tend to involve students in decisions about assignments rather than simply 
telling them what they’ll have to do at home.  A reasonable first question for a parent to ask upon seeing a homework assignment 
is “How much say did the kids have in determining how this had to be done, and on what schedule, and whether it really needed 
to be completed at home in the first place?” 
A discussion about whether homework might be useful (and why) can be valuable in its own right.  If opinions are varied, the 
question of what to do when everyone doesn’t agree – take a vote?  keep talking until we reach consensus?  look for a 
compromise? – develops social skills as well as intellectual growth.  And that growth occurs precisely because the teacher asked 
rather than told.  Teachers who consult with their students on a regular basis would shake their heads vigorously were you to 
suggest that kids will always say no to homework – or to anything else that requires effort.  It’s just not true, they’ll tell you.  When 
students are treated with respect, when the assignments are worth doing, most kids relish a challenge. 
If, on the other hand, students groan about, or try to avoid, homework, it’s generally because they get too much of it, or because 
it’s assigned thoughtlessly and continuously, or simply because they had nothing to say about it.  The benefits of even high-quality 
assignments are limited if students feel “done to” instead of “worked with.” 
8.  Help teachers move away from grading.  Your faculty may need your support, encouragement, and practical suggestions to 
help them abandon a model in which assignments are checked off or graded, where the point is to enforce compliance, and toward 
a model in which students explain and explore with one another what they’ve done — what they liked and disliked about the book 
they read, what they’re struggling with, what new questions they came up with.  As the eminent educator Martin Haberman 
observed, homework in the best classrooms “is not checked – it is shared.”  If students conclude that there’s no point in spending 
time on assignments that aren’t going to be collected or somehow recorded, that’s not an argument for setting up bribes and 
threats and a climate of distrust; it’s an indictment of the homework itself. 
9.  Experiment.  Ask teachers who are reluctant to rethink their long-standing reliance on traditional homework to see what 
happens if, during a given week or curriculum unit, they tried assigning none.  Surely anyone who believes that homework is 
beneficial should be willing to test that assumption by investigating the consequences of its absence.  What are the effects of a 
moratorium on students’ achievement, on their interest in learning, on their moods and the resulting climate of the 
classroom?  Likewise, the school as a whole can try out a new policy, such as the change in default that I’ve proposed, on a tentative 
basis before committing to it permanently. 

* 
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Principals deal with an endless series of crises; they’re called upon to resolve complaints, soothe wounded egos, negotiate 
solutions, try to keep everyone happy, and generally make the trains (or, rather, buses) run on time.  In such a position there is a 
strong temptation to avoid new initiatives that call the status quo into question.  Considerable gumption is required to take on an 
issue like homework, particularly during an era when phrases like “raising the bar” and “higher standards” are used to rationalize 
practices that range from foolish to inappropriate to hair-raising.  But of course a principal’s ultimate obligation is to do what’s 
right by the children, to protect them from harmful mandates and practices that persist not because they’re valuable but mere ly 
because they’re traditional. 
For anyone willing to shake things up in order to do what makes sense, beginning a conversation about homework is a very good 
place to start. 
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managers — across the country and abroad. Kohn has been featured on hundreds of TV and radio programs, including the “Today” 
show and two appearances on “Oprah”; he has been profiled in the Washington Post and the Los Angeles Times, while his work 
has been described and debated in many other leading publications. 
Kohn lectures widely at universities and to school faculties, parent groups, and corporations. In addition to speaking at staff 
development seminars and keynoting national education conferences on a regular basis, he conducts workshops for teachers and 
administrators on various topics. Among them: “Motivation from the Inside Out: Rethinking Rewards, Assessment, and Learning” 
and “Beyond Bribes and Threats: Realistic Alternatives to Controlling Students’ Behavior.” The latter corresponds to his 
book BEYOND DISCIPLINE: From Compliance to Community (ASCD, 1996), which he describes as “a modest attempt to overthrow 
the entire field of classroom management.” 
His many articles on education include a dozen widely reprinted essays in Phi Delta Kappan from 1991 to 2008. Among them: 
“Choices for Children: Why and How to Let Students Decide,” “How Not to Teach Values: A Critical Look at Character Education,” 
“Test Today, Privatize Tomorrow,” and “Why Self-Discipline is Overrated.” 
Kohn, the father of two children, lives (actually) in the Boston area and (virtually) at www.alfiekohn.org. 

* 
The introduction to Kohn’s 1998 anthology What to Look for in a Classroom offers a brief intellectual autobiography, reflecting a 
bit on his time as a teacher and explaining how some of his later writings grew out of the subject matter of his first book.  
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