- Council of Chief State School Officers – 
The Council of Chief State School Officers, through leadership, advocacy, and service, assists chief state school officers and their organizations in achieving the vision of an American education system that enables all children to succeed in school, work, and life.
A Proposal to Design National Virtual Learning Magnets 

as Exemplars of 21st Century Learning for Each Child
Background

Education leaders across the country are calling for transformation of the traditional comprehensive high school into a 21st century learning experience that supports college and workforce success for all students. To help states build the capacity to implement research-based practices and policies, CCSSO launched the Secondary School Redesign Project in 2004 with funding from the U.S. Department of Education. The project supports state education agencies with the planning and implementation of their high school redesign efforts by providing technical assistance in areas that states defined as high priorities. CCSSO’s activities include identifying and disseminating best practices; facilitating ongoing communication with participating states; creating a state network to encourage state sharing and collaboration of redesign policies and programs; and working with technical assistance providers and key national organizations to support state-level efforts in high school redesign.  It has been apparent in these conversations that as states struggle with the unprecedented challenge of keeping every single child in school and supporting him/her to higher levels of learning, the majority are investing in virtual learning as one way to provide more equitable access and to engage disaffected students.  Still, in the majority of states and even at the national level, technology is not deeply embedded in the secondary reform discussions. 

In 2007, the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) decided to explore the feasibility of establishing a series of National Virtual Learning Magnets through multi-state collaboration and public/private partnerships as an extension of the Secondary School Redesign Project. The Magnets will aggregate resources, subject matter experts, thinking and best instructional practice and function as exemplars of what 21st Century teaching and learning can be.  Although it is the leading engine of innovation in our society, technology is grossly underutilized in the mainstream of education and has not been placed at the center of secondary reform by any major education policy group.  The CCSSO believes that educating every student in this country to his/her full potential will require highly customized instruction on a much more massive scale than any state can mange on its own, closer alignment across states around standards and accountability, and a robust delivery system that is neither time nor place dependent.  CCSSO Executive Director Gene Wilhoit has actively promoted the development of National Virtual Learning Magnets as exemplars of 21st Century education through a series of meetings since April 2007 with a small group of private and public sector advisors, with the Chiefs at the 2007 Summer Institute and in speaking engagements. The response has been overwhelmingly positive. It is agreed that the content focus of the first Virtual Learning Magnet will be Space Science and Mathematics, in partnership with the National Aeronautics and Space Administration.
In early November 2007, CCSSO opened discussions about potential partnership around the Magnets with the Monterey Institute for Technology in Education
 (MITE) and the North American Council for Online Learning
 (NACOL).  The Monterey Institute for Technology in Education is an educational non-profit organization committed to improving access to education. MITE sponsors a range of projects from establishing development standards and specifications for online courses, to educational research and multimodal content development. The National Repository of Online Courses (NROC) is one of MITE's cornerstone projects. NROC supports the development and distribution of high-quality online courses to a worldwide audience. The goal of this project is to facilitate collaboration among a community of developers to create a library of online courses that are available to everyone.  The North American Council for Online Learning was launched as a formal corporate entity, in September 2003, as an international K-12 non-profit organization representing the interests of administrators, practitioners, and students involved in online learning in the United States, Canada, and Mexico. The express purpose of the organization is to facilitate collaboration, advocacy, policy and research to enhance quality K-12 online learning.  NROC is a natural partner in design and development of the National Virtual Learning Magnets with CCSSO because it brings the capacity to develop, assemble and deliver high-quality online content across state, national and institutional boundaries. NACOL conducts research, defines standards of quality, facilitates knowledge transfer between the education and corporate sectors and formulates model policy to support K12 online teaching and learning. Both NROC and NACOL have an existing and rapidly growing membership base of state and local, public and private online learning programs and technology-centric corporations.
Rationale for Change
The Council of Chief State School Officers relies heavily on data and research to develop action agenda around facilitating learning for each student to succeed in the 21st century.  At the Summer Institute, the Chiefs considered rationale for change from many different sources, such as Tough Times or Tough Choices from the National Center on Education and the Economy:
“The core problem is that our education and training systems were built for another era. We can get where we must go only by changing the system itself.”

Other key points are:

· Businesses of the 21st century are seeking individuals with a different skill set.  The need for knowledge workers puts a premium on collaboration, innovation, invention and discovery. 

· The current school system was successfully designed for an industrial-age model that is increasingly obsolete and which must give way to structures which can produce individuals with the skills mentioned above.
· Far too many students have not and are not succeeding in traditional school opportunities. The current system has not been able to serve them well. 

· We must personalize education for these children for whom we are collectively responsible. Students in this country are a shared responsibility because we are all affected by each others’ successes and failures with each child. 

· The Chiefs therefore resolve to seek solutions and systems which will enable states to succeed with every student, regardless of their zip code or the circumstances of their birth.

· The CCSSO commitment to high standards of performance for every one of our children necessitates new and imaginative solutions. The Chiefs’ work and their partners’ work must be placed in the context of the global economy and changing education outlook.
· We have new teaching and learning tools available which make it possible not to lose any student and to ensure that every student is engaged in stretching learning to next levels of performance. Technology-based learning, standards and open source content will have an increasing impact on learning environments of the 21st century.

· Some policy makers and the general public are challenged with basic premises about the necessity of significant change in education. The Chiefs have a role in providing a foundation for public discussion and debate.  Actions taken by the Chiefs should add value to and not detract from promising national, state and local efforts at the k12 and postsecondary levels. 
· The Chiefs and their partners are uniquely positioned to bring forward innovative ideas and to provide exemplars of practice in technology-based learning that will stimulate debate and generate public will for a revitalized education system.
In the current system, students are captives of geography and demography.  While specialized magnet schools exist in a variety of urban districts around the country, relatively few communities have been able to offer strong magnet school experiences to their students.  Students in rural areas and students in poverty usually miss out on these opportunities completely. There are substantial numbers of these students who, early in their learning, develop a passion for a particular field of study.  These are youth like “The Rocket Boys”, who half a century ago were consumed by the notion of studying all they could about space, space exploration, rocketry, physics and the nature of the universe.  It also includes today’s budding mathematicians, scientists, artists, actors, lawyers, journalists, doctors and entrepreneurs.  These are the youth of the nation who, regardless of their demographic background, need an even more specialized learning experience.  
A National Virtual Learning Magnet can reach students from across the country that have high potential but limited access to the instructional resources and intellectual challenges that will enable them to achieve at the highest levels of specialized study.  This first NVLM, the National Virtual Learning Magnet for Space Science & Mathematics, supports the national effort to engage more students, and a more diverse population of students, in 21st century Science, Technology, Engineering and Math (STEM) related studies.  Based on real world issues, the school will engage students in thinking and problem solving with a network of highly qualified instructors, NASA scientists and mathematicians over multiple years. For any single state to assemble learning resources of this quality and gain access to subject matter experts of this caliber would be an overwhelming challenge. Significant value, efficiencies, and more equitable educational opportunity are gained through aggregation of student needs and learning resources.
Implementation of National Virtual Learning Magnets

The Council of Chief State School Officers and its partners propose a specific and practical strategy to assist states in achieving 21st century learning for each child. This proposal seeks support to develop a business plan by April 2008 that will lead to implementation and operation of the first NVLM for Space Science and Mathematics in Fall ’09 for at least 500 students. The CCSSO envisions implementation and evaluation of three to five additional National Virtual Learning Magnets by 2011. Ultimately, the Magnet network will be expanded based on K12 and postsecondary education and business sector demands.
Governance

The NVLM will be accountable to the CCSSO. The NVLM will be overseen by an Advisory Board composed of Chiefs, business and industry experts, representatives of postsecondary education and partners.  CCSSO anticipates that the target number of between 8 and 12 states will sign a commitment to participate in the NVLM for Space Science & Mathematics.
Application and Admission

Students will be admitted to the Magnet based on aptitude, interest and needs criteria established by the Advisory Board. Students admitted to an NVLM will remain enrolled in the local public school, which will grant all credits. The NVLM will not be diploma granting. Students in any grade of middle through high school age may be admitted. Course content will assume readiness for high school level work. Students will be admitted based on the expectation that they will participate in the NVLM for at least two years.
Course Format 

NVLM students will take three distinct types of courses as members of their cohort based on and individual learning plan developed by the student, the family, the local school and the NVLM:

· Magnet students will continue to take courses in the traditional schedule and format at the sending school.  
· Students will take specialized online courses developed for and delivered through the Space Science & Mathematics magnet, such as Astrophysics, Microsatellite Technology or Introduction to Nanotechnology that are not available in the traditional high school. These courses will make use of a range of online learning technologies, incorporating everything from extensive video conferencing with students and professionals from around the world to computer simulated modeling to interactive 3D virtual environments such as Second Life.  

· Students will also have the opportunity to supplement traditional courses with inquiry-based online learning that has a high degree of relevance to their NVLM content area, such as  to earn credits towards the high school diploma. These blended courses will be designed to provide a high degree of relevance to the courses they are taking in their traditional school schedule. 
Credits and Assessments

All credits will be awarded based on standards-based curriculum, performance expectations, assessments and evaluations. No Carnegie units will be awarded from the NVLM. The NVLM will use a variety of 21st century assessments, including formative assessment to guide instruction and summative assessments to determine student learning. All NVLM students will continue to participate in their home state assessments. Dual credit offerings will be available through partnering postsecondary institutions.
Classes and Course Offerings
Students will be grouped into learning clusters with students from other states. Students will be held accountable for work done individually and in teams through computer-supported cooperative work technologies. Sufficient courses will be offered in the NVLM for a student to earn up to nine course credits towards the high school diploma.

Learning Teams
Students will be supported by learning teams. At least one appropriately certified teacher who meets NCLB standards and is highly-qualified will manage each learning team. These teachers may be directly contracted to the NVLM or sub-contracted through participating states. Subject matter experts from business and industry will participate on the learning teams as well as graduate students and/or faculty from partner postsecondary institutions. Teachers will be grouped and regrouped, much like the students, and will teach with teachers from other states.

Accountability

The NVLM will be accountable to the CCSSO and to the Chiefs and local schools it serves through the Advisory Board. The NVLM will collect data against a number of metrics related to student learning and teacher performance in addition to common measures such as enrollments, course completions and credits earned.

Budget

This proposal seeks a planning grant to support development of a sustainable business plan that will lead to implementation of the National Virtual Learning Magnet for Space Science & Mathematics in Fall ’09 and three to five additional NVLMs by 2011.  Funds will support consultants under contract with CCSSO, travel and expenses, and supplement the time donated by primary partners MITE and NROC.
K12 Online Learning in the United States and Relationship to Existing State-led Programs
According to a study published in November 2007
, 42 states have “significant supplemental online learning programs (in which students enrolled in physical schools take one or more courses online), or significant full-time programs (in which students take most or all of their courses online), or both.” Only eight states have neither and some of those are planning for new programs.  

It is the explicit intention of CCSSO that the NVLMs would complement and not compete with existing state and local virtual learning initiatives. Participating states with existing state-led virtual schools would likely manage participation in the NVLM through the state-led program. As a secondary benefit, those state-led programs would have access to the content and instructional resources developed for the NVLM to use locally. National/state collaborations on professional development for online instructors and for traditional classroom teachers who want to use online learning resources in their classrooms are also possible.

Keeping Pace concludes that online learning in the United States in still in the early stages of development. Key findings include:
· The number of students participating and the number and types of online programs are proliferating rapidly.

· While promising practices are being developed, it is too early to identify specific exemplary practices without “tying the best practice to particular program types, student demographics, methods of instruction, and similar variables.”

· Data to compare online programs to one another are insufficient because of a lack of common indicators.  The report postulates that this lack of transparency – and questionable practices revealed through audits in a few states – “may actually threaten the sustainability of online learning for all.”
Again, Bill Tucker’s work notes that the role of virtual learning in high school reform has yet to be closely examined by any national education policy group.

It would seem, then, that implementation of National Virtual Learning Magnets through a unique partnership of Chief State School Officers, business and industry, non-profit entities such as MITE and NACOL, and postsecondary institutions can add significant value to national, state and local efforts by:

· Helping us all understand the role of technology-based learning in high school reform

· Breaking through problematic state-level policy and standards issues by raising the discussion to a national level
· Creating opportunities for existing, fully-developed state-led virtual programs to place students in exceptionally unique, high quality online learning experiences

· Providing access to the NVLM experience to students in states that are just beginning online learning initiatives.

Life Cycle
CCSSO’s interest in a network of National Virtual Learning Magnets is related to providing leadership, convening the parties, helping incubate the idea and seeing it moved into successful implementation, facilitating policy development across the states, and, eventually, moving the VLMs to a permanent “home” based on a sustainable funding model. CCSSO is not interested in managing the VLMs directly, but in finding partners and service providers who can fulfill operational and administrative roles. CCSSO, however, wants to remain in the position of primary thought-leader for the start-up period of three to five years.
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