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A California school district 
uses broadband to 
deliver educational 
resources to students 
in school 
and at home – 
and to make 
teachers more effective.

Two and a half years ago, Cal-
ifornia’s Hayward Unified 
School District (HUSD) was 

saddled with an aging IT infrastruc-
ture and more than $25 million in 
debt. The district, located across the 
bay from San Francisco, needed to 
upgrade its 25 elementary schools, 
five middle schools and three high 
schools in order to serve more than 
24,000 students and the surrounding 
community.

After five years without an IT di-
rector, interim superintendent Jan-
ice Duran recruited Patrick Simon, 
now the district’s CTO, to revital-
ize the HUSD through technology. 
She directed Simon to work with a 
joint district/community advocacy 
group called Partners in Education. 

“Partners in Education wanted 
the district to change its ways in edu-
cating kids and improve the adminis-
trative system at the same time,” says 
Simon. “I began to talk about ways 
we could leverage our existing tech-
nology, since we were $25 million in 
the hole, but at the same time look at 
ways to migrate to new technology 
and how that could save us money.”

With the help of Partners in Ed-
ucation, Simon developed a vision 
of an eDistrict, or “district without 
walls,” and devised more than 20 
projects in support of this vision. A 
number of pilot projects have al-
ready been successfully completed. 

the edistrict portal
Central to the eDistrict is a portal 
through which teachers access student 
records, class rosters, state standards, 
student assessment data, lesson plans 
and other curriculum information. 

“Teachers can now pull up the Cal-
ifornia state standard before class…
and find groups of students who are 
meeting or not meeting expectations,” 
Simon explains. Easier access to in-
formation gives teachers more time 
to spend on teaching. But the portal 
also improves instruction, by helping 
teachers identify the lesson plans that 
are proving most effective and letting 
them share those lesson plans with 
other teachers across the district.

Until now, the eDistrict portal has 
been an internal resource, but Simon 
is getting ready to launch a high school 
portal that will be accessible from 

home computers over the 
Internet. Through this 
publicly facing Web site, 
parents will be able to 
track their children’s per-
formance and students 
will be able to review 
some of the curriculum 
materials originating 
from their classrooms.

getting activ in 
the classroom
One of HUSD’s most 
ambitious projects has 
been to install the Ac-
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One of HUSD’s most 
ambitious projects has 

tivclassroom from Promethean 
(www.prometheanworld.com) in 
every high school math class. Ac-
tivclassroom is an Internet-based 
solution that integrates assessment, 
resources and instructional tools.

Several Activclassroom compo-
nents are in use in the district: Ac-
tivboards, which are used in place 
of blackboards, are Internet-con-
nected grids with digital projectors 
and speakers; Activpens are wire-
less styluses with which students 
and teachers can “draw” on the Ac-
tivboards and interact with objects on 
the screen; and Activotes are hand-
held wireless devices that encour-
age student interaction and measure 
their comprehension of the lessons.

The Activboards’ Internet connec-
tions allow teachers to incorporate all 
kinds of content, including videos and 
animation or even just informative 
Web sites, into their lessons. “They 
make the classroom come alive and re-
ally engage the students,” says Simon. 

The curriculum that teachers cre-
ate for the Activboards can be record-
ed and shared through the eDistrict 
portal. The Activboards also serve as 
interfaces for teachers as they build 
their lesson plans, allowing them 
ready access to student assessments 
and other performance information.

Bringing the 
District Home
At another school district where he 
worked earlier, Simon pioneered a 
similar project only to discover that 
broadband access from the school 
was of limited value for students. 
“Once students went home, espe-
cially in the socially and economi-
cally challenged areas, they didn’t 
have any broadband access … which 
stymied the educational thrust 
outside the classroom,” he says.

A top priority for the Hay-
ward eDistrict was to make sure 
that every student had access to the 
eDistrict portal and other services 
at home through a free Internet con-
nection. To provide that access, the 
HUSD turned to WiFi as the enabling 

technology. In February 2006 they 
began the deployment with a wireless 
network at Hayward High School 
that reaches that school’s entire atten-
dance footprint. The wireless network 
is powered by technology from Nortel 
(www.nortel.com) as well as by a $1.9 
million donation from that company.

Simon’s goal is to expand this 
network, possibly using WiMAX, 
to make free wireless access to the 
eDistrict portal available to every 
student in the HUSD. He hopes that 
Governor Schwarzenegger’s com-
mitment to expanding broadband 
access – the California governor ap-
pointed a broadband task force in 
December 2006 and announced his 
intention of spending $460 million 
on broadband infrastructure – will 
help the district achieve this goal.

Building a wireless network will 
itself be an educational opportu-
nity for students, who will have the 
chance to work alongside profession-
al engineers. Motorola is providing 
the HUSD with access to its wireless 
mesh software, and students will use 
the software to address issues like dis-
tortion noise and interference. “We’re 

going to take them through the entire 
process,” says Simon. “The kids who 
are going to live in the future should 
have an opportunity to plan it.” 

guiding Students along 
the Learning Path
In many ways, the HUSD is just get-
ting started. In the works are plans 
to build a data warehouse to sup-
port proactive assessments of stu-
dent learning. “We’re looking at 
data and metadata becoming mean-
ingful and automatic,” says Simon. 

Data mining will help the district 
generate intervention plans for indi-
vidual students who need assistance. 
“We’re capturing a student’s profile 
from the time they hit first grade,” Si-
mon continues. “With that data, we’ll 
be able to automatically create a learn-
ing path for each student that will lead 
to a successful learning experience.”

Simon hopes to use the network 
to manage facilities as well as stu-
dent learning paths. He is working 
with the Apollo Alliance (www.apol-
loalliance.org), a nonprofit devoted 
to energy independence, to create 
a new utility monitoring system. 
“We’re building the first national 
model for creating energy savings 
by digitally monitoring our utili-
ties through the district’s network,” 
he says. “We’re replacing all of the 
old equipment with new equipment 
that’s managed with handheld de-
vices and Web-based software.”

New applications for broadband 
seem to be popping up every day. 
Recently, Simon was visiting El-
dridge Elementary School when he 
saw an in-school newscast. Startled 
to see young students performing as 
on-camera talent, camera operators, 
producers, announcers and more, he 
thought, “Parents need to see this.” 
Soon, they will; new video stream-
ing software in the district’s server is 
scheduled to go live early in 2007. 

Geoff Daily is the assistant editor 
of Killer App. He can be reached at 
geoffd@killerapp.com.
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