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Abstract

Why build a Virtual School?  The rationale for the virtual school project
arose from the need to address the shortage of teachers, especially in the
area of advanced placement (AP) classes that school districts experience
from time to time.  Houston Independent School District was interested in
providing a cost-effective model of instructional delivery that would
positively affect student transportation issues and related expenses.  In
addition, there was a need to improve middle school students’ academic
skills in preparation for high school and college.  Reclaiming the home
school market in the greater Houston area was another benefit that was
anticipated.  In addition, a virtual school would prepare students for a
21st century learning environment.
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Introduction

In Texas, during the latter part of the twentieth century, the superintendent of
the Houston Independent School District (HISD) envisioned the implementa-
tion of a distance learning vehicle, a “virtual school.”  The Superintendent, Dr.
Rod Paige, now U.S. Secretary of Education, recognized the potential of
technology to revolutionize education in the new millennium.  After much
deliberation, research, consultation and contacts with professionals from
Houston universities, he was given the approval by the HISD Board for the
Virtual School Project in the fall of 1999.

Dr. Gaye Lang, an administrator in HISD, was chosen by the School Board to
serve as project manager.  Dr. Lang had demonstrated considerable skills in
leadership and other characteristics in the inner-city school she headed while
also serving as a part-time instructor at the University of Houston main campus.
Additionally, she had acquired training and experience in various technologies
while working with Region IV of the Texas Education Agency.  Therefore, she
was quite knowledgeable of possible contributions technology can make to
positively affect the pedagogy essential for maximizing achievement.

The project manager was expected to assume roles including the completion of
the design and creation of the final virtual school proposal, acquisition of
approval of competent staff, and then administration of the futuristic method of
education delivery for the HISD Virtual School.  These tasks became quite a
challenge since there were no other public schools in the state which had
initiated such a program.  It became apparent that no other public school in this
country had developed a distance learning instructional tool for middle school
students (grades six to eight). Therefore, the realization surfaced that perhaps
the project manager’s task could be compared with some early explorers and
astronauts who had experienced “going where no one else had gone before.”

Purposes

The purposes of this chapter are as follows:

1. Describe demographic data concerning HISD and its efforts to maximize
learning through the implementation of technology.
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