To the cloud: Using a virtual desktop infrastructure
Eric Williams
Imagine the possibilities if your teachers and
students could gain improved access to new
software, updates, and Web-based resources
that support teaching and learning. Imagine
what your district could do if they could use
your network’s resources anytime, anyplace,
and from any device with an Internet connection. Imagine the savings you could realize if
your information technology (IT) department
could easily update the desktops of computers throughout your school division.
We are moving toward these possibilities
in Virginia’s York County School Division with
the addition of a virtual desktop infrastructure.
VDI, as it is known, eventually will connect all
students, teachers, and other staff to the district’s network through a private Internet
“cloud.”
With this program, which we implemented
last fall for middle and high school staff, users
are no longer tethered to a specific computer
at a specific site with a standardized configuration of software that is blind to their needs
and interests. Each user has unique profiles
for instructional software, administrative tools,
and data. All that is required is Internet access.
We believe VDI will support our use of
technology to engage students in rigorous
learning experiences while tapping into their
interest in digital tools. Since last fall, staff
members at our district’s eight middle and
high schools have had access to the cloud.
Later this spring or summer, we will finish
adding elementary staff and plan to give students access after that.
The long-term result, we believe, will be
higher student achievement.
What the cloud offers

Our heads are not in the clouds with this project. Cost is a factor for us in York County, a
12,400-student school division that includes
historic Yorktown, Va. In the past two years,
our district lost 17 percent of its state revenue, the largest such reduction in decades.
To balance the budget, we have cut almost
50 staff positions during that period and expect to lose another 15 in 2011-12. Teachers
and staff have not received raises in the past
two years.
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Despite our budget challenges, our longrange strategic plan is built on promoting the
joy of teaching and learning. Our goal is to engage students in rigorous educational experiences rather than just to cover the necessary
content that prepares them for state tests.
And VDI helps us meet that goal.
With a VDI, our teachers and students will
be able to gain access to new software within
a day of the decision to provide access. School
districts that use VDI might be able to approve
additional software, because installation does
not require significant human capital. Teachers
and students will be able to more fully use
Web-based resources because of better access to current versions of plug-ins.
Regardless of time and location, teachers
and students who use VDI can easily view
and update files and use the software stored
on the district’s network. Teachers can access
their grade books, even if the files are not
Web-based, or access their library’s catalog of
resources to identify and reserve materials.
When not in school, teachers and students can use course software, even if it is
not loaded on their computers, and USB
flash drives will no longer be needed to
carry files between home and school. Even
if the district is in a PC environment, teachers and students could use Mac computers
to access files and software.
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The cloud also presents some opportunities for our IT staff, who no longer will have to
touch each computer to load software. Also,
the IT staff will have fewer concerns about
whether adding new software will break the
fragile infrastructure of a computer’s operating system. Individual computers no longer
will have to be dedicated to particular uses
because of an inability to use multiple products on the same machine.
Because VDI provides equal capacity for
users, the power of the computer on a
teacher’s desktop is less important. Historically, IT staff members have concerns about the
system software and processor speed on
older computers. With VDI, the computers are
just portals to the virtual environment. This allows a district to lengthen the computer replacement cycle.
As you can see, we are very enthusiastic
about the possibilities that having VDI present. For our school division, the opportunity
to provide greater access while saving money
is—to us—a virtual no-brainer.
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