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Abstract

Why build a Virtual School? The rationale for the virtual school project
arose fromthe need to address the shortage of teachers, especially in the
area of advanced placement (AP) classesthat school districts experience
fromtimeto time. Houston Independent School District wasinterestedin
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
skillsin 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.

This chapter appears in the book, Development and Mangament of Virtual Schools: Issues and Trends, edited
by Catherine Cavanaugh. Copyright © 2004, Idea Group Publishing. Copying or distributing in print or
electronic forms without written permission of Idea Group Inc. is prohibited.



I ntroduction

InTexas, duringthelatter part of thetwentieth century, the superintendent of
theHouston Independent School District (HI SD) envisioned theimplementa-
tionof adistancelearningvehicle, a“virtual school.” The Superintendent, Dr.
Rod Paige, now U.S. Secretary of Education, recognized the potential of
technology torevolutionize educationinthenew millennium. After much
deliberation, research, consultation and contacts with professionalsfrom
Houston universities, hewasgiventheapproval by theHISD Boardfor the
Virtual School Projectinthefall of 1999.

Dr. GayelL ang, anadministrator inHISD, waschosen by the School Boardto
serveasproject manager. Dr. Lang had demonstrated considerableskillsin
|eadership and other characteristicsintheinner-city school sheheadedwhile
alsoservingasapart-timeinstructor at theUniversity of Houston maincampus.
Additionally, shehad acquiredtrainingand experienceinvarioustechnologies
whileworkingwithRegion |V of the TexasEducation Agency. Therefore, she
wasquiteknowledgeabl e of possiblecontributionstechnol ogy can maketo
positively affect thepedagogy essential for maximizing achievement.

Theproject manager wasexpected to assumerol esincluding thecompl etion of
the design and creation of the final virtual school proposal, acquisition of
approval of competent staff, and then admini stration of thefuturistic method of
educationdelivery for theHISD Virtual School. Thesetasksbecamequitea
challenge since there were no other public schoolsin the state which had
initiated suchaprogram. It becameapparent that no other publicschool inthis
country had devel oped adistancelearninginstructional tool for middleschool

students(gradessix toeight). Therefore, therealization surfaced that perhaps
theproject manager’ stask could becompared with someearly explorersand
astronautswho had experienced “ goingwhereno oneel sehad gonebefore.”

Pur poses

Thepurposesof thischapter areasfollows:

1. Describedemographicdataconcerning HI SD anditseffortsto maximize
learning through theimpl ementation of technol ogy.
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