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Summary of Review 

This fifth and final paper in the Fordham Institute’s series examining digital learning 

policy is Overcoming the Governance Challenge in K-12 Online Learning. The purpose of 

this report is to outline the steps required to move the governance of K-12 online learning 

from the local district level to the less restrictive state level and to create a free market for 

corporate innovation in K-12 online learning. Unfortunately, the report is based on an 

unsupported premise that K-12 online learning will lead to increased student achievement. 

The body of research to date suggests that there is no learning advantage for virtual 

schools. Further, no evidence is presented that supports the wisdom or efficacy of 

centralizing governance at the state level or that moving to a market model is a superior, 

productive or economical practice. The recommendation that virtual schools should be 

funded at the same per-pupil amount traditional public schools raises the question of 

profiteering, given Fordham’s claim that virtual schools operate more economically (a 

claim for which there is limited evidence). This report appears to be ideologically 

motivated and designed to open up the $600 billion market of K-12 education to for-profit 

corporations.   
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IN K-12  ONLINE LEARNING  

Michael Barbour, Wayne State University 

 

 

I. Introduction 

The use of online learning in the K-12 environment in the United States began with the 

private Laurel Springs School around 1991,1 followed by the first supplemental virtual 

school, the Utah Electronic High School, in 1994,2 and the first cyber charter school, 

Choice 2000 in California.3 A decade after these initial developments, the Virtual Schools: 

Trends and Issues report stated that there were at least 14 states with existing or planned 

virtual schools and approximately 40,000 to 50,000 students enrolled.4 In 2011 the 

Keeping Pace with K-12 Online Learning report indicated that there is now significant K-

12 online learning activity in all 50 states,5 with an estimated 2 million students enrolled in 

supplemental online courses and over 250,000 students learning online full time.6 Some 

have even predicted that the majority of K-12 education will be delivered using online 

technologies in the next decade.7 

This was the state of K-12 online learning when the Fordham Institute embarked upon its 

five-part series examining digital learning policy. The fifth and final paper in this series is 

Overcoming the Governance Challenge in K-12 Online Learning.8 The purpose of this 

report is to outline steps necessary to move the governance of K-12 online learning from 

the local district level to less restrictive state governance models and to “create a public 

market for K-12 online learning” (p. 1). 

II. Findings and Conclusions of the Report 

The report sets out the premise that learning with technology is an effective instructional 

tool and that online learning is a proven method for improving student learning. Further, 

the report is based on the assumption that regulations—pursued by local school districts 

and teachers unions—are the reason that private corporations have not been able to 

provide technological innovation in the $600 billion industry of K-12 education. To correct 

this situation and open up this market for for-profit investors, the report recommends 10 

steps to create a new system of governance for K-12 online learning: 
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1. Set K-12 Online-Learning Policy at the State Level 

2. Create a Public Market for K-12 Online Learning 

3. Provide Students the Right to Choose Online Learning Full Time 

4. Provide Students the Right to Choose Online Learning Part Time 

5. Authorize Statewide Online Charter Schools, Overseen by Statewide Charter 
Authorizers 

6. License Supplementary Online Providers 

7. Fund All Learning Opportunities Equally Per Pupil 

8. Exempt Online and Blended Teaching from Traditional Teacher Requirements 
Including Certification and Class Size 

9. Establish Student Learning as the Foundation of Accountability for Online 
Schools and Providers 

10. Address Market Imperfections by Providing Abundant Information to Students, 
Families, Schools, and Districts 

These 10 steps will allow states to generate “technological innovation, new approaches to 

teaching and learning, and  higher levels of achievement” (p. 17).  

III. The Report’s Rationale for Its Findings and Conclusions 

The course of action this report charts for policymakers is based on three premises. The 

first and most fundamental premise is that technology—and specifically online learning—

can improve student achievement. The report states that “online learning and computer-

based instruction have promising track records of raising achievement in K-12 schools” (p. 

1). Institutions in higher education have already recognized the promise of this technology 

and provide ample opportunities for students to take advantage of the innovative teaching 

that can occur in online environments, but those in charge have the K-12 system have been 

resistant to change. 

The second premise is that one reason higher education has undergone this technological 

revolution and K-12 education has not is that “higher education is a buzzing, competitive 

marketplace of public and nonprofit and for-profit private institutions” (p. 2). Essentially, 

competition and free market principles have forced all aspects of higher education to 

become more innovative, and this has been responsible for improving the quality of higher 

education. 

The third premise is that “technology could do for K-12 education what it has done for 

virtually every other industry throughout history: make people and their industries more 

productive” (p. 3). However, resistance from teachers unions and local school districts has 

prevented this transformation. 
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School districts throughout the United States enjoy what amounts to monopoly 

of power in their local school markets. School districts have the right to 

determine which schools students must attend, what curricula they receive, and 

how much access they are provided to online education” (pp. 3-4).9 

While the disruptive forces of online learning will eventually overcome this resistance, 

Chubb writes, these 10 steps would allow policymakers to speed up that process and allow 

the competitive marketplace to increase opportunities for and the achievement of all K-12 

students. 

IV. The Report’s Use of Research Literature  

The report makes little use of research, and even less of peer-reviewed research. Of the 35 

different references cited in this report, 18 are from think tanks, professional practitioner 

organizations, and lobbying or representative associations. The remaining citations 

include five books or book chapters, three government reports, three websites, two 

presentations at invited or practitioner conferences, one newspaper article, and one 

legislative statute. Only two of the  citations are from peer-reviewed publications: the first  

This report is based upon flawed premises that are not supported by the 

existing body of research and run counter to the dominant findings in the 

field. 

is a 14-year-old evaluation of a value-added assessment system in Tennessee, and the 

second is a statistical analysis of the impact of teacher quality, school selection, class size 

and teacher experience on student achievement in Texas using data from 1993-95. 

The lack of research literature to support the fundamental premise that virtual schools are 

an effective means of providing K-12 education leaves the market-model and centralization 

recommendations invalid. There is also no support for the organizational and funding 

recommendations; indeed the funding recommendation runs counter to an earlier 

Fordham Foundation report from this digital learning series. 10  

Impact of Technology on Student Achievement 

The report’s primary claim is that technology, and in particular online learning, is a proven 

way to improve K-12 student learning. The most comprehensive meta-analysis of the 

factors affecting student achievement is the work of John Hattie. 11 A meta-analysis is a 

statistical process that combines the results of a number of individual studies to establish 

an effect size (i.e., the effect that a specific intervention will have on student achievement). 

A meta-synthesis is a statistical process that combines the results of a number of meta-

analyses to establish a combined effect size. Hattie’s work is based on a meta-synthesis of 

over 800 meta-analyses representing 50,000 individual studies examining over 200 
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million students on 130 variables. In order for one of these interventions to be considered 

effective, Hattie’s transformations indicate that an innovation should have an effect size of 

greater than 0.4, as a student would naturally improve this much based upon 

developmental effects (i.e., a student naturally getting a year older and a year wiser) and 

the effects that an average teacher would have on that student’s performance. The meta-

synthesis found the following results for technology-related variables:  

Interactive video methods (effect size 0.52)  

Computer-assisted instruction (0.37) 

Use of calculators (0.27) 

Programmed instruction (0.23) 

Visual/audio-visual methods (0.22) 

Web-based learning (0.18) 

Distance education (0.09) 

Television (-0.18). 

With the exception of interactive video methods, students would have improved their 

performance just as much or more by getting a year older in the classroom of an average 

teacher than with any of these other technology variables. These results do not surprise 

those in the field of educational technology.12 

Impact of K-12 Online Learning on Student Achievement 

Meta-analysis conducted on the effects of K-12 online learning have yielded similar results. 

For example, Cavanaugh’s first meta-analysis of 16 studies of K-12 distance education 

found a small positive effect of 0.147 in favor of the distance education students. 13 Her 

later meta-analysis of 14 studies found a small negative effect of 0.028 for the distance 

education students.14 Neither of these meta-analyses of K-12 distance education rose to the 

0.4 threshold established by Hattie. 

The Overcoming the Governance Challenge in K-12 Online Learning report uses a United 

States Department of Education meta-analysis of 59 studies,15 only five of which focused 

on K-12 learners, to support its claim that K-12 distance education is effective. The 

Fordham report asserts that the U.S. Department of Education meta-analysis “concluded 

that achievement in online courses was better than achievement in face-to-face courses. It 

also found that ‘blended’ courses, those offering online instruction coupled with face -to-

face discussion, might be better still” (p. 2). What the Department of Education study 

actually reported, however, was that the effect size for the five K-12 studies was not 

significant.  Further it included no blended learning studies that included K-12 students. 

The Department of Education meta-analysis also concluded, “despite what appears to be 

strong support for [online and] blended learning applications, the studies in this meta-
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analysis do not demonstrate that online learning is superior as a medium” (emphasis in 

the original).16 

Positive results are commonly reported for K-12 online students in the limited research 

base that now exists.17 However, each of these studies points to the possible selective 

nature of the samples of online students represented in them, when their performance is 

compared with that of students in traditional classrooms. For example, Haughey and 

Muirhead described the typical online student in these studies as a highly motivated, self-

directed, self-disciplined, independent learner who could read and write well and who also 

had a strong interest in or ability with technology.18 This does not describe  the average K-

12 student, but similar descriptions of K-12 online learners have been made by numerous 

other researchers.19 More recent research has spoken of the bi-modal nature of K-12 online 

learning enrollment (e.g., a highly selective student population alongside students 

possessing characteristics often attributed to at-risk students),20 but little research has 

been done on how the lower-performing students do in the online environment, whether 

as supplemental or full-time students. 

It should also be noted that none of this comparative research has included full-time 

online students. The only available sources for independent data on K-12 student 

performance in a full-time online environment are derived from legislative audits and 

investigative reports from media outlets.21 These data have yielded mixed results, although 

the most consistent finding has been that K-12 students who study in a full-time online 

learning environment do not perform as well as students in the traditional face-to-face 

environment. 

Regardless of whether we are considering supplemental or full-time online students, the 

research into student achievement in online learning does not provide a foundation for a 

dramatic expansion of the number or range  of K-12 students engaged in online learning. 

Effects of Technology on Learning 

The report argues that there is a need to expand opportunities for K-12 students to learn 

online because “online learning and computer-based instruction have promising track 

records of raising achievement in K-12 schools” (p. 1). Further, it argues that “technology 

could do for K-12 education what it has done for virtually every other industry throughout 

history: make people and their industries more productive” (p. 3). The problem, as 

Thomas Friedman notes, is that technology alone does not alter productivity. It is only 

when technology brings about changes in the way business is conducted that we see any 

impact on the productivity of that industry.22 

This has long been known in the field of educational technology. In his frequently cited 

article from the Review of Educational Research, Richard Clark wrote that technologies 

are “mere vehicles that deliver instruction but do not influence student achievement any 

more than the truck that delivers our groceries causes changes in our nutrition” (p. 445).23 

Essentially, technology and online learning will have no impact on student achievement 

unless they also change how instruction is designed, delivered, and supported. To date, 
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there is no independent, reliable research that indicates that this transformation of 

pedagogy is occurring. 

V. Review of the Report’s Methods 

The report does not demonstrate any systematic research methods. 

As noted above, the Achilles heel of the report is that it simply presumes that virtual 

learning is more effective than other learning approaches. It presents no foundation for 

this assertion and the extant research does not support it.     

The report’s 10 recommendations propose that the governance of virtual schools be at the 

state level and that market forces are the most effective means of achieving high outcomes. 

Again, the report provides no foundation for its claims. It fails to address a substantial 

body of literature suggesting that neither market forces nor centralization are educational 

panaceas.24 

In discussing “the politics of resistance,” the report makes specific reference to what it 

considers some of those restrictive legislative and regulatory regimes (e.g., Massachusetts, 

California, etc.). The only positive references to existing policies  are either to those 

adopted by Florida or those proposed and lobbied for by charter school organizations . 

Interestingly, two earlier National Education Policy Center reviews of Florida as a model 

for educational reform called into question the validity of the claims of increased student 

performance and the assertion that differences in performance were attributable to the 

market-driven, school choice initiatives that have been implemented in that state. 25 

Further, as was indicated earlier, all 50 states and the District of Columbia have significant 

levels of K-12 online learning activity.26 The report even notes that there are at least 38 

states that allow full-time online learning for K-12 students. Yet there was no systematic 

analysis of these existing regulatory regimes, laws and policies. 

In October 2011 the National Education Policy Center released Model Legislation Related 

to Online Learning Opportunities for Students in Public Elementary and Secondary 

Education Schools,27 which reviewed all of the existing statutory frameworks in the United 

States and concluded that: 

 . . . we reviewed all existing online and virtual school legislation in the United 

States. The annual Keeping Pace report of virtual school policies and adoption 

provided a useful starting point in identifying this legislation, and large parts of 

this model legislation have been borrowed or adapted from existing legislation. 

In particular, Florida and Colorado provided useful models, along with elements 

of the Arizona, Idaho, Maine, Montana, Nebraska, Pennsylvania, South 

Carolina, Tennessee, Washington, and Wisconsin statutes on virtual schools (p. 

1).  
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It is this kind of systematic analysis that is missing from the Fordham proposals. Instead 

of conducting or objectively reviewing research, the report selects examples to buttress its 

subjective assertions.   

VI. Review of the Validity of the Findings and Conclusions 

This report is based upon flawed premises that are not supported by the existing body of 

research and run counter to the dominant findings in the field. Further, the lack of 

systematic analysis of the effectiveness of existing statutory and regulatory regimes 

reduces the recommendation of state centralization to an unsubstantiated claim. This is 

not a research report in any conventional use of the term. It is an advocacy document 

largely supported by like-minded, opinion-based literature, designed to advance an 

ideological agenda. 

VII. Usefulness of the Report for Guidance of Policy and Practice 

While the report is based on faulty, unsupported premises and an apparent lack of 

systematic methodology, there may be merit in further investigating some of its proposed 

10 steps in their own right. For example, there is a growing acceptance that “seat time” or 

“line-of-sight” restrictions that tie funding to students who are physically attending a 

classroom should be revisited (several states, including Michigan and Illinois, have created 

processes to waive this requirement). There is also increasing support for moving towards 

a competency-based model for awarding credit (i.e., awarding credit based on student 

performance, as opposed to the amount of time spent enrolled in a course). The effects of 

these initiatives warrant close scrutiny. These potentially useful ideas for policy and 

practice are obscured, however, by the report’s lack of research support and 

methodological flaws . 

The usefulness of the 10 steps is further limited by the fact that the guidance is clearly 

aimed at opening up the $600 billion market of K-12 education to for-profit 

entrepreneurs. The report advises removing almost all restrictions on the size, scope and 

type of providers of K-12 online learning. It further suggests funding K-12 online learning 

at equal levels, even though an earlier paper in this series indicated that K-12 online 

learning is cheaper than instruction in a face-to-face environment. One of the final 

sentences of the report states, “the market is no panacea” (p. 17), which is an accurate 

sentiment based on the available research. The 17 pages that precede this statement, 

however, appear aimed at erasing that disclaimer . 
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