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Florida should be leader high-tech education
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Florida's economy is based on tourism, speculative housing,
expanded gambling and — to nab the occasional six-figure
salary — bribing California high-tech firms to move here.

Such is our rut that we can't even see the opportunity now
presenting itself.

Orlando could become a national leader in designing the
21st-century classroom. We could create an industry from
seeds.

Follow along and connect the dots.

The first dot is the state-owned Florida Virtual School in
Orlando. It offers the most advanced online-education program in the country.

The school is growing rapidly, used both by students looking to make up classes and a fast-growing number of
parents who home-school their kids. The virtual school offers everything from Latin to Advanced Placement
biology. The quality is such that parents from other states, and even countries, pay an out-of-state fee to
enroll their children in it.

We have a brand name we can exploit.

The next dot to connect is 360Ed a start-up software company in downtown Orlando. It has teamed up with
Florida Virtual School to produce the nation's first high-school class encapsulated in a video game. It is an
American history class. Now they are working on a reading class/game.

The next dot is the University of Central Florida. It has a graduate program in downtown Orlando called the
Florida Interactive Entertainment Academy. It offers students real-world training to work in the digital world.

UCEF also is one of the nation's largest training grounds for teachers with a highly regarded graduate program
at its College of Education.

The next dot is Orlando Mayor Buddy Dyer's downtown "Creative Village." This is a planned high-tech center
on the Centroplex property. The city has refurbished the old Expo Centre, creating classrooms, office space
and studios. It is an impressive facility.



This is where UCF's Interactive Entertainment Academy is located. The University of Florida also is moving
in. There is plenty of space for others to join.

The last dot is the state of Florida, which has become a national leader in education reform. This has put us in
an early lead for $700 million in federal grants under President Barack Obama's Race to the Top program.

The state will give half the money it gets to school districts and keep the other half. It must spend most of the
money on improving the education of low-performing students, which generally translates into low-income
kids.

When you connect all the dots, you begin to see the possibilities. You see the infrastructure in place to merge
education with digital technology — and a big pot of seed money.

Here is what should happen: The state should commit to sending a nice chunk of its federal grant to the
Florida Virtual School, where it would be targeted at reaching low-income kids with new technology. Such an
innovative idea certainly would catch the attention of the federal check writers.

As it now stands, the virtual school has little incentive to go after low-income kids. They are a bigger dropout
risk, and the state does not reimburse the school for students who drop out of its online classes.

This has to change. The state needs to give the school some reimbursement for low-income dropouts. And it
needs to fund online tutoring for students who fail the FCAT reading and math tests. This could start with
pilot programs to determine their effectiveness. Computer labs would be provided in low-income schools.
Responsible students would be rewarded with loaner laptops.

Education Commissioner Eric Smith recently told me about watching a group of low-income kids in a vo-tech
computer class. They loved working with the machines.

It only makes sense that computers could be effective tools in delivering standard curriculum to these kids.
That would require trained teachers, and the right software and online curriculum. The state could use the
federal money to develop all of these.

The virtual school could work on curriculum and award grants to companies such as 360Ed to devise
software. Let an industry that has proven so effective at entertaining young minds now compete to educate
them.

Grants attract talent, particularly in this economy. Orlando could become a startup headquarters for education
technology. UCF could become a feeder system, much like California universities support the state's high-tech
industries.

The state could tap into UCF to train teachers in this new technology. Maybe it could develop the nation's
first online-education graduate program.

There are so many possibilities. And I haven't even mentioned the creative genius and deep pockets over at
Disney and EA Sports.

As the rest of the country adapts to the 21st century, our schools plod along 100 years behind the curve. That
has to change.

School districts spend billions trying to close the achievement gap between white and minority students. The
market for better, more cost-effective strategies would be huge.

I can think of no place better positioned to tap into that market than Central Florida. The investment,



compared with what we spent on the Burnham Institute or the new Magic arena, would be minimal.
All it takes is people with vision.
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