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Recent press coverage of the General Assembly hearings regarding legislation to 
establish a Virginia STEAM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Applied 
Mathematics) Academy have led some readers to the mistaken belief that this will 
be a private school.  On the contrary, the STEAM Academy will be open, via 
competitive application, to high ability students from anywhere in Virginia at no 
cost.  This article will provide the reader some background on the conditions that 
drive the creation of a STEAM Academy and some details on the level of state 
control in its governance. 
 
Paul Nichols, President of Virginia Advanced Study Strategies, who has been a 
progressive education leader in Virginia for more than two decades, often makes the 
point that K-12 education in Virginia is a local government responsibility and that 
this is very different from most other states. The Commonwealth, via the Virginia 
Board of Education (VBOE), develops certain policies and procedures that local 
school divisions must, at a minimum, follow.  Examples include minimum course 
content standards, popularly known as the standards of learning (SOL) and high 
school graduation requirements.  At the local level, many if not most of the 134 
school divisions in the Commonwealth go beyond these minimal academic 
requirements and offer their students advanced curriculum content via advanced 
placement (AP) courses.  Eighteen school divisions offer the International 
Baccalaureate (IB) Program, an advanced, internationally benchmarked curriculum.  
Smaller school divisions, which cannot support advanced or unique coursework for 
their high ability students, join together in regional consortiums with neighboring 
divisions to provide enough demand and resources to extend academic 
opportunities for their students.  Virginia’s governor’s schools are a good example of 
such a regional program. 
 
There are currently nineteen regional governor’s schools operated by consortia of 
local school boards and spread out across the Commonwealth so that virtually all 
students have access to one of them. While details of their offerings and operation 
vary widely, all of them provide significant academic rigor beyond the SOL.  Some of 
them are half-day; some are full-day.  Some serve grades 9-12; most serve only 11th 
and 12th graders.  While seventeen of them tie themselves to a “STEM” (Science, 
Technology, Engineering, Mathematics) focus in some way, only seven offer any 
significant engineering (the “E” of STEM) coursework.  ALL provide an advance in 
both breadth and depth over the curriculum their students have access to in their 
local high schools.  Only one STEM-focused Virginia governor’s high school provides 
a comprehensive, full-day, grades 9-12 program: The Thomas Jefferson High School 
of Science and Technology serving students from five school divisions in Northern 
Virginia. 
 



 

 

Content offerings in the STEM-focused, governor’s schools vary from region to 
region ranging from what might be considered mundane in some school divisions 
(little more than AP or AP-equivalent courses) to extraordinary such as the 
university sophomore and even junior level mathematics and science courses taught 
by qualified adjunct university faculty at Thomas Jefferson.  But while all of these 
governor’s schools provide a significant advance to the local school division 
academic program, access to extraordinary programming is limited to only those 
students in a few school divisions.  The question must be asked: Is there a way to 
provide extraordinary programming to exceptionally able young scholars from 
throughout the Commonwealth? 
 
The answer is, simply, yes!  The Virginia STEAM Academy boarding high school will 
serve as a publicly-accessible, internationally-benchmarked, comprehensive, and 
immersive school for exceptionally able and interested students in grades 9-12, 
drawn from “all ZIP Codes” in the Commonwealth. 
 
As with similar residential schools around the nation, the Academy will not be under 
the direct control of the state Department of Education, though the STEAM Academy 
will be subject to certain state requirements, including those for graduation. 
 
It is intended that the STEAM Academy be jointly funded with public and non-profit 
dollars.  Control of the Academy will be vested in a Board of Directors which will 
include elected and appointed state officials from the House of Delegates, Senate, 
Governor’s Cabinet, State Council on Higher Education in Virginia, State 
Superintendent for Public Instruction, and representatives from local school 
superintendents, science, engineering, and research institutions, businesses, 
students and parents.  Among its responsibilities, the Board is charged with 
appointing a head of school who will act as CEO for the Academy; conferring degrees 
subject to the approval of the Virginia Board of Education; approving the course of 
studies that includes the standard Virginia high school curriculum plus in-depth, 
instruction in science, technology, engineering, and applied mathematics and is 
informed by and aligned with, as appropriate, international standards including 
Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) and Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA); and pursuing accreditation of the Virginia 
STEAM Academy by AdvancEd, formerly Southern Association of Colleges and 
Schools (SACS) Council on Accreditation and School Improvement. 
 
Thus, the Virginia STEAM Academy is aimed at meeting a currently unfulfilled 
educational need of many of the most able children in the Commonwealth through: 
 

 Efficient and effective use of public and non-profit resources overseen by a 
Board of Directors, which includes publicly elected and appointed officials. 

 Being available via competitive application to ALL students in the 
Commonwealth 



 

 

 Meeting and exceeding minimum graduation requirements of the Virginia 
Board of Education and being accredited by AdvancEd. 

 
This is the background to and purpose of the proposed Virginia STEAM Academy 
enabling legislation in the current session of the General Assembly. 
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