Microsoft IT Academy Boosts Tech Skills for all Virginia High School Students

To meet the rising technology needs of local business and industry and to enhance career development and college readiness for students, the Commonwealth of Virginia has rolled out Microsoft IT Academy in high schools statewide.

Virginia’s labor market shift, showing a decline in tobacco, textile and manufacturing jobs and a rise in positions that require technology skills, has paralleled the change in the nation’s economy.  To help bridge the gap between industry opportunities and work force skills, Microsoft Corp., Governor Bob McDonnell and the Virginia Department of Education (VDOE) announced in 2011 plans to deploy the Microsoft IT Academy in high schools across the commonwealth by the 2011–2012 school year. 
Microsoft IT Academy trains teachers and students in Microsoft technologies and provides the opportunity to earn industry-recognized certification for participants.  The program offers technology skills that students can use to succeed in college and a career.  Students can earn Microsoft Office Specialist (MOS), Microsoft Technology Associate (MTA) and Microsoft Certified Professional (MCP) certifications, giving them a leg up in the job market.
Virginia’s diverse school divisions include everything from large, urban schools in northern Virginia and the Tidewater area to very small schools in rural areas.  The adoption of the Microsoft IT Academy Program statewide helps to ensure equal access to training for every high school in Virginia, regardless of location, size or economic status.
Virginia has seen the following successes since implementing the Microsoft IT Academy across the state:
· 12,308 students have earned 16,296 Microsoft certifications.
· More than 15,500 student MOS certifications have been achieved, which reflect a passing score for one of the following products:  Word, Excel, PowerPoint, Access, Outlook, OneNote, SharePoint and Office 365.
· 52 students have achieved the MOS Master, which requires passing four individual MOS examinations that include Word Expert, Excel Expert, PowerPoint and one of four electives.
· 269 individual teachers have earned 462 Microsoft certifications.
· 1,458 teachers and staff have participated in Microsoft IT Academy Program training.
Among the many schools that have integrated the IT Academy curriculum into their study programs with great success are two technology-focused high schools, Chantilly Academy in Chantilly, Virginia, and Galileo Magnet High School in Danville, Virginia.  IT Academy teachers at these schools have found creative ways to motivate students, and students are excelling in the classroom, earning Microsoft certifications and getting jobs at technology companies even before they graduate. 
Chantilly Academy
Chantilly Academy, located outside Washington, D.C., focuses on career and technical education.  The Virginia Board of Education recently designated Chantilly High School a Governor’s STEM academy, with curriculum designed to help students earn professional licensing, industry certifications, and college credit in science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM). 
Most Chantilly Academy graduates continue to college, and many participate in internships and summer programs at Virginia Tech and NASA.  During the 2011–2012 school year alone, more than $2 million in college scholarships, admissions and internship programs were awarded to Chantilly students.1
After working in the technology industry for a number of years, earning Microsoft Certified Solutions Expert (MCSE) and Microsoft Certified Desktop Support Technician (MCDST) certifications, and teaching network security at the college level, Kenton Shade came to Chantilly in 2012 to teach and help set up the Microsoft IT Academy with an emphasis on cybersecurity. 
Shade organizes his students into teams so they can learn to collaborate, which prepares them for the real world where building networks and deploying systems requires the efforts of each member of a team.  Shade says the IT Academy curriculum also helps students build critical-thinking skills, which in turn has improved test scores over the course of the school year. 
“I have some students who are about ready to take their MCSE test,” Shade said.  “They walk on cloud nine when they come into the classroom.  Their confidence is much higher than it was at the beginning of the year because they can answer questions, and they can put together network schemas and security schemas now.”
Some of his students work part-time as network administrators.  Others have picked up summer internships that they will complete before heading to college.  “My students are succeeding because they have the confidence and also the capability.  I give them a lot of encouragement, but the key piece is when I explain the difference in salary for an entry-level network engineer with certification and one without certification.  They are motivated by the boost in pay and also by the fact that they are accomplishing something that not many people can do.”
Teaching the program has been satisfying for Shade, too.  He appreciates having a range of materials and resources available to him through the Microsoft IT Academy and says the support offered is great.  “The really neat thing about Microsoft IT Academy is that I get to take the lessons I’ve learned through 26 years of working as a network engineer and share them with these kids.”
Three of his 15 students have earned the MTA certification, and he expects his class to double in size for 2013–2014. 

A Graduation Story
One of Shade’s senior students entered the program thinking he already knew a lot about Microsoft products.  But once immersed in the curriculum, he quickly found out that there was a lot more to learn — and that it was challenging.
“I thought I had lost him, but in week four, he turned around and hit it,” Shade said.  “He was the only one to pass the Microsoft certification in the network essentials.” 
“IT Academy is my favorite aspect at school now,” stated this senior.  “I go into the classroom and I’m excited and ready to learn more.  I’ve realized that there is so much in the field that I can continue to learn.” 
The student has earned certifications in the fundamentals of operating systems and Windows Server administration and networking, and he is now an MCSE.  Although he always had an interest in computers he didn’t think about pursuing a career in information technology (IT) until the Microsoft IT Academy courses were underway. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]“Now that I’m almost through the program and I have these certifications, it really has become more of a career path for me.  My experience in the Microsoft IT Academy is definitely a driving factor behind my decision to study technology in college.”
Recently, the senior student interviewed with an IT company and received a job offer for an entry-level IT analyst position even before graduation.  “I wouldn’t have gotten through the interview process without the Microsoft certifications and the knowledge the program has given me.”
Galileo Magnet High School
Located in the Danville school district near the North Carolina border, Galileo Magnet High School offers an alternative curriculum that provides students with coursework that encourages self-expression, critical thinking and personal development to assist them in college or work after high school.  The Galileo Magnet High School focuses on two career strands: biotechnology and advanced communications and networking.  The school had offered a preparation course for various Microsoft certifications in the past but found that students had difficulty getting to testing centers located in neighboring towns.
As one of the IT Academy pilot schools in Virginia, Galileo began offering courses to students during the 2011–2012 school year, and a Certiport testing center opened in Danville to provide certification testing to academic institutions and IT professionals.  On the day it opened, several Galileo students went to the testing center and immediately earned certifications.
Joyce Culley teaches the advanced communications and networking strand at Galileo.  Through her classes, students can earn MOS certifications in individual Microsoft Office applications, as well as the MOS Expert Certification, which demonstrates overall expertise in Microsoft Office.
“I just can’t say enough positive things about the Microsoft IT Academy,” Culley said.  “I appreciate having the resources and the repository of information from teachers all over the state.  They can post lesson plans and other resources that I can take advantage of, and I can create my own.  That’s particularly helpful if students are having difficulty understanding a particular concept.” 
Culley works one-on-one with her students to ensure they have the best resources for the skills they are trying to learn.  The courses are laid out with easy-to-follow instructions, and students are encouraged to take the certification exams when they are ready rather than on a specified test day, enabling students to progress at their pace.  Culley says that having the option to take the test when they have become very comfortable with the material gives students the confidence they need to succeed. 
In addition, Culley has asked some students to teach lessons to the entire class.  This requires students to understand the material in a more holistic way, similar to how they must approach the industry certification test. 
Culley has 27 students who have earned Microsoft certifications since December 2012, several having earned two or three different certifications.  That number represents more than 10 percent of the school’s student body.  “The Microsoft IT Academy has been exactly what we have needed here at the school for our students in terms of access as well as affordability . It has opened up quite a few opportunities for the students.”
Hunter Myers’ Story
One such student is Galileo senior Hunter Myers.  Myers has passed Microsoft certification tests for Word, PowerPoint and Excel with high scores and is now working on his expert certification in Word.  Myers plans to attend a local university in the fall, majoring in computer science with an emphasis on programming.
“Recently I’ve been interested in looking at computer codes and troubleshooting problems,” Myers said.  “Going through the program helped me realize how much I actually know and how much I enjoy it.  I think the troubleshooting skills I’ve learned have really influenced what I want to study.”
According to Culley, Myers is a self-motivated student:  “He wants to go into the IT field, and he felt it necessary to get the certifications before graduation.  He also completed all the classes in the advanced communications and networking strand.”
Myers has worked as an intern for a global IT and document services company while completing high school.  Impressed by Myers’ accomplishments in school and on the job, his supervisor indicates that a good job with the company awaits if Myers stays the course through college. 
“The IT Academy does a really good job of engaging students and teaching them on a level that they can understand,” Myers said.  “Even students who already know something about Microsoft products and how to use them can still learn more.”  Myers says that new students starting the Microsoft IT Academy just need to take time with the program because everything is laid out clearly at different levels from beginner to advanced. 
To date, there are more than 13,000 Microsoft IT Academy member institutions in over 130 countries serving more than 7.5 million students annually.  In the United States, all 50 states and the District of Columbia have member IT Academy schools.  Virginia and 10 other states nationwide have adopted the Microsoft IT Academy on a statewide basis to benefit students, faculty, staff and communities.  More information about IT Academy is available at http://www.microsoft.com/itacademy.

1 Source: http://www.fcps.edu/ChantillyAcademy/About/About.html
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