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Sterling Griffith, an actress, attends school from her home office.
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In Dear Dumb Diary, amovie which premiered on the Hallmark Channelin MANAGE SUBSCRIPTION
September, 12-year-old Sterling Griffith plays a glamorous tween who is the JOINTM CLUB

envy of the nerdy students in the cafeteria. In real life, however, Sterling

doesn’t encounter any lunch lines.

On atypical weekday for Sterling—that is, when she’s not auditioning or
filming—she wakes up and goes to school, getting started just past 8 am.,, as
kids do. But she has one of the shortest commutes. Sterling simply walks from
the bedroom she shares with her mother, Melinda, in their two-bedroom
Austin apartment to the dining nook-turned office, plops down—cross-
legged, sans shoes—at her desk and powers up her laptop. The computer is
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her classroom. First period starts whenever she wants, so after enjoying a big
breakfast, Sterling picks from her roster of virtual classes to begin her day:
virtual science lab. With the click of a mouse, a pre-recorded professor enters
her home: “From gemstones to iron ore, from the faces carved at Mount
Rushmore...” And just like that, Sterling islearning about streaks and lusters.

Sterling is not homeschooled—that is to say, she is not taught by her mother. +Wine Wmme";awﬁom
. P . . . . € Tt sommeliers
She is obtaining a full public education online. She completes virtuallessons e -
. . . « Pairing suggestions and
daily, writes papers, and takes tests—even the state-mandated ones, like the recipes

STAAR. She attends Texas Connections Academy @ Houston, one of the
state’s three virtual schools that offer a full public school course load for
students in third through twelfth grades. (Texas has three other virtual
schools that serve amore limited range of grade levels.)
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More than 8,000 students in Texas attended virtual schools full-time in 2012-

. . Sign up or manage your newsletters
2013. That’s more than five times as many as four years ago, according to ke eey

. . . . here.
Raise Your Hand Texas, a public education advocacy group. Nationally, these ere

numbers have grown from 50,000 in 2005 to almost 200,000 in 2012,
according to areport fromthe National Education Policy Center, which
recommended curbing continued expansion until “more, and better refined,
data” was available on virtual schools.
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Texas Connections Academy @ Houston (TCAH) has been around since
2006, when the Houston Independent School District partnered with
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Pearson. Houston ISD pays Connections Academy per student—atotal of
$9,705,972.99 for the 2013 fiscal year. As with any public school, however, it is
free for students. The other two 3-12 virtual schools, one of which opened in
2006-2007 with 171 students (Texas Virtual Academy) and another which
opened thisyear (Texas Virtual Academy), are operated by K12, the nation’s
largest for-profit online education company. Both Connections Academy
and K12 hire the staff and design the curriculum for the students, an
arrangement that hasraised important questions about whether for-profit
corporations are the best stewards of education. I:l

Virtual schools first became areality in Texas in 2003 when the Seventy-
eighth Texas Legislature authorized their creationand tasked the Texas
Education Agency with making sure they met state requirements (including
overseeing student immunizations, physical activity hours, and state-
mandated exams). Virtual schools are still very new and some have gotten off
to arocky start. The K12-run Texas Virtual Academy was named
academically unacceptable-based on student test results—twice by the
Texas Education Agency—in the 2008-09 and 2010-11 school years. But as
Abby Rapoport noted in the Texas Observer, TVA found aloophole and
avoided shutdown by contracting with a different charter school, thereby
appearing to be anew school with a clean slate, from the state’s point of view;
though some parents may have been unaware of the reason for the switch.

Thiskind of shady workaround is what led Louis Malfaro, secretary-
treasurer of the Texas chapter of the American Federation of Teachers, to be
very outspoken in his skepticism of virtual education. “I think there’s an
inherent conflict between offering high quality education services to K
through 12 students and trying to make money,” he said.

Still, some argue that there are upsides to learning online. In addition to

providing students with more flexibility, virtual classrooms allow rural
students to put together amore rigorous schedule by supplementing the
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classes offered at their bricks-and-mortar school—which can be limited due
to teacher shortage or simple unavailability—with additional classes.

Sterling, of course, enrolled inTexas Connections Academy in 2012 in order
to pursue a career as ayoung actress. If it weren’t for virtual school, her
mother would have had to hire an expensive private tutor to work around
Sterling’s schedule. But with Texas Connections Academy, Sterling can have
atotally flexible education for free, and she can dictate the schedule, to a
certain degree. This means she is able to work ahead on her coursework so
she can devote more spare time to the busy needs of her career, like filming
audition tapes or to going on casting calls in Los Angeles.

Overall, Sterling is a solid A/B student, but she struggles with math. When I
visited, during the first month of school, she was dreading a math test she had
to take in two days. After her mother left for her job at the Travis County
Probate Court at nine, Sterling moved to the couch and cozied up with her
only “classmate,” her Maltese pup, Lexi, and viewed her online schedule,
which lists assignments and lessons that she must complete that day or in the
near future. She passed over math and skipped ahead in her history
assignments. But she wouldn’t be able to avoid math for too long.

That’s because her teachers can see which assignments are incomplete. “We
can see when a student logged in, when theylogged out, and how much time
they spent on an assignment,” Lea Ann Lockard, the executive director of
Texas Connections Academy said. If Sterling has any questions, she can e-
mail her teachers through the Connections Academy system, call them or she
can ask them by webcam or instant message during the weekly streaming
“Live Lessons.” Each subject has one Live Lesson a week offered at various
times by various teachers. And ifnone of the times are convenient for
Sterling—say, if she is on set or traveling for an audition—arecorded version
ofthelesson is saved for her to view on her own schedule.

Malfaro of the Texas chapter ofthe American Federation of Teachers
believes it takes a good, organized, and perhaps advanced student to do well
on thislearning platform. A student like Sterling, who is motivated by an
extracurricular passion that also requires an abnormal about of discipline,
might be considered an ideal candidate for this type of schooling. “What
we’re seeing, though,” Malfaro said, “is these companies market themselves
to students who do not fit that profile.”

Both K12 Inc. and Connections Academy bill themselves as an alternative for
accelerated students and challenged students. As the program guide for
Connections Academy reads, “Some students are gifted; some learn ata
different pace.” And, Texas Virtual Academy’s Head of School Sherri
Remington told me “Our students come to us for avariety of reasons.
Whether it’s that they are struggling in their brick-and-mortar schools and
they are looking for another opportunity or they are doing very well in their
brick-and-mortar school and they want to progress alittle faster.”
Remington said the school requires applications and conducts pre-
enrollment conferences to make sure the families understand the
obligations ofthe programs. But, she says, they accept everyone who meets
their requirements.

According to Sterling’s mom, Melinda, who serves as her daughter’s
“learning coach”, Sterling is thriving. Most of the time she has all her work
done by the time Melinda gets home. Sometimes she already has dinner
planned. With a sequel to Dear Dumb Diary set to film early this year Melinda
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says, “She’ll be one busy little girl.” That is, one likely to continue to learn
online through high school. The only thing about that that disappoints
Sterling is that she might not get a chance to go to ahigh school prom, and it’s
her not-so-secret wish to be prom queen. Fortunately Connections Academy
hopesto organize apromthisyear. If not, Sterling may have to seek out arole
as prom queen in one of her scripts.

Tags: POLITICS, HOUSTON I1SD, CONNECTIONS ACADEMY, K12, VIRTUAL EDUCATION, VIRTUAL
SCHOOLS, ONLINE EDUCATION

L2
MORE TEXAS MONTHLY
Watch The First
Trailer For The
S 'From Dusk Till
Harris County Dawn' TV Series
Jail Has One of
the Worst Sexual
Assault Rates in
the Country
0 comments * 0
"N
Oldest

Be the first to comment.

Planning your next adventure?
I Sigrup for these great newseciers! TS

From TexasMonthly

Drop Everything List & Traveling Texan

http://www.texasmonthly.com/story/tweens-classroom-her-computer?fullpage=1 Page 4 of 5


http://www.texasmonthly.com/story/tweens-classroom-her-computer?fullpage=1#
http://www.texasmonthly.com/story/tweens-classroom-her-computer?fullpage=1#
http://www.addthis.com/bookmark.php?v=300&winname=addthis&pub=charlie59%3Fmya0zc&source=tbx-300&lng=en-us&s=google_plusone_share&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.texasmonthly.com%2Fstory%2Ftweens-classroom-her-computer&title=This%20Tween's%20Classroom%20Is%20Her%20Computer%20%7C%20Texas%20Monthly&ate=AT-charlie59%3Fmya0zc/-/-/52d5afd143291ed3/3&frommenu=1&uid=52d5afd1dda8a159&ct=1&pre=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.texasmonthly.com%2Fstory%2Ftweens-classroom-her-computer&tt=0&captcha_provider=nucaptcha
http://www.texasmonthly.com/story/tweens-classroom-her-computer?fullpage=1#
http://www.texasmonthly.com/story/tweens-classroom-her-computer?fullpage=1#
http://www.texasmonthly.com/story/tweens-classroom-her-computer?fullpage=1#disqus_thread
http://www.texasmonthly.com/daily-post/harris-county-jail-has-one-worst-sexual-assault-rates-country
http://www.texasmonthly.com/daily-post/harris-county-jail-has-one-worst-sexual-assault-rates-country
http://www.texasmonthly.com/daily-post/watch-first-trailer-dusk-till-dawn-tv-series
http://www.texasmonthly.com/daily-post/watch-first-trailer-dusk-till-dawn-tv-series
http://www.texasmonthly.com/story/tweens-classroom-her-computer?fullpage=1#
http://www.texasmonthly.com/story/tweens-classroom-her-computer?fullpage=1#
http://www.texasmonthly.com/story/tweens-classroom-her-computer?fullpage=1#
http://www.texasmonthly.com/story/tweens-classroom-her-computer?fullpage=1#
http://disqus.com/
http://www.texasmonthly.com/story/tweens-classroom-her-computer?fullpage=1#
https://disqus.com/websites/?utm_source=texasmonthly&utm_medium=Disqus-Footer
http://www.texasmonthly.com/story/tweens-classroom-her-computer?fullpage=1#
http://www.texasmonthly.com/politics
http://www.texasmonthly.com/search-results/houston%20isd
http://www.texasmonthly.com/search-results/Connections%20Academy
http://www.texasmonthly.com/search-results/K12
http://www.texasmonthly.com/search-results/virtual%20education
http://www.texasmonthly.com/search-results/virtual%20schools
http://www.texasmonthly.com/search-results/online%20education
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=L&ai=CnVxb0a_VUsmkNY7QqQGd0oGgA9ak2p4EAAAQASDW1fQYUMjj1bcHYMmW94zkpKwTyAEC4AIAqAMByAOdBKoEqwFP0FtbjURpAT2AEWSjmG2WCXMeVch53q_lq2smQBiLB6aKPO3BwaAmJKq483CLZwQPVNeIRhgY26GkK07uRw7F2FoOZ0FDiAAWu870W-YbfArLRWh1kPfaMOCiXMICev3Tnmo6apgfop_VfzKWQCAlcvQsQwLq0wZuXyRxX62G9MYGTr1V3heMDchPJY3EvSeIenW6cfdNEMzpGQuySdaFEsXBEcdNFxsYPw_gBAGgBhQ&num=0&sig=AOD64_0A7Uw-xdCV2Lc6LlIsIC47BRdisw&client=ca-pub-9837293736321913&adurl=http://www.texasmonthly.com/about/newsletters
http://www.texasmonthly.com/latest-issue
http://www.texasmonthly.com/subscribe3

This Tween's Classroom Is Her Computer | Texas Monthly

CHANNELS

POLITICS
FOOD

TRAVEL

THE CULTURE
TEXANICA
MAGAZINE
ARCHIVES

BLOGS

BURKABLOG
EAT MY WORDS
THE STAND-UP
DESK

THE WANDERER

SUBSCRIBE

PRINT EDITION
DIGITAL EDITION
NEWSLETTERS
MANAGE
SUBSCRIPTIONS
GIVE A GIFT

http://www.texasmonthly.com/story/tweens-classroom-her-computer?fullpage=1

MORE INFO

ABOUT US
MASTHEAD
MEDIA KIT
PRIVACY POLICY
SITE MAP
TERMS OF USE
EMPLOYMENT
CONTACT US
TM BBQ

1/14/14 3:45 PM

MORE TEXAS MONTHLY

Facebook Tumblr
Google + Twitter
Pinterest Instagram

Get TM Apps

MORE FROM OUR PARTNERS

TEXAS MONTHLY CUSTOM PUBLISHING
BEST COMPANIES

FIVE STAR PROFESSIONALS

TEXAS SUPER LAWYERS

TREYAQ QTTPER NOCTNORS

Page 5 of 5


http://www.texasmonthly.com/politics
http://www.texasmonthly.com/food
http://www.texasmonthly.com/travel
http://www.texasmonthly.com/the-culture
http://www.texasmonthly.com/topics
http://www.texasmonthly.com/issue/october-2013
http://www.texasmonthly.com/archives
http://www.texasmonthly.com/burka-blog
http://www.texasmonthly.com/eat-my-words
http://www.texasmonthly.com/stand-up-desk
http://www.texasmonthly.com/wanderer
http://www.texasmonthly.com/about/subscribe
http://www.texasmonthly.com/about/subscribe
http://www.texasmonthly.com/about/newsletters
http://www.texasmonthly.com/about/customer-care
https://ssl.palmcoastd.com/06505/apps/GFTOPTION2LANDING?ikey=I**TGM
http://www.texasmonthly.com/about
http://www.texasmonthly.com/about/masthead
http://www.texasmonthly.com/about/media-kit
http://www.texasmonthly.com/about/privacy-policy
http://www.texasmonthly.com/about/site-map
http://www.texasmonthly.com/about/terms-use
http://www.texasmonthly.com/about/jobs-and-internships
http://www.texasmonthly.com/about/contact-us
http://www.texasmonthly.com/bbq
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Austin-TX/Texas-Monthly/54405870363
http://texasmonthly.tumblr.com/
https://plus.google.com/101358433028447224231/posts
https://twitter.com/TexasMonthly
http://pinterest.com/source/texasmonthly.com/
http://instagram.com/texasmonthly/
http://www.texasmonthly.com/about/tm-apps
http://www.tmcp.com/
http://bestcompaniestx.com/
http://www.fivestarprofessional.com/
http://www.superlawyers.com/
http://www.superdoctors.com/
http://superdentists.com/
http://www.clickedin.com/

