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Named the number one national university to watch in the 2009 rankings of U.S. 

News and World Report, George Mason University is an innovative, entrepreneurial 

institution with global distinction in a wide range of academic fields. Located in 

Northern Virginia near Washington, D.C., Mason provides students access to 

diverse cultural experiences and the most sought-after internships and employers 

in the country. Mason offers strong undergraduate and graduate degree programs 

in engineering and information technology, organizational psychology, health care 

and visual and performing arts. Mason professors conduct groundbreaking 

research in areas such as climate change, public policy and the biosciences, mak-

ing George Mason University a leading example of the modern, public university.

The Challenge
To become leaders who can address the complex challenges of the 21st century, 

George Mason University students must develop critical skills in acquiring, analyz-

ing, evaluating, integrating and applying knowledge to generate and develop new 

ideas and tools. Mason students need tools to learn and then demonstrate 

research, creativity and critical-thinking in college as well as the workforce upon 

graduation.  

Like all universities, Mason provides students with access to computing services 

to help them develop these critical skills. However, students face challenges when 

using traditional computer labs including limited lab hours, limited seats during 

times of high demand and travel to and from Mason’s metropolitan campuses in 

heavy Northern Virginia traffic.  

As physical facilities and equipment age, and as increasing attention is paid to effi-

cient use of the university’s resources, it is challenging to repair, maintain and 

support physical computer labs. While capital funds help build physical labs, cap-

ital funds do not provide for maintenance, repairs, renovations, support or 

technology replacement. Outfitting a physical computer lab with computers and 

software can cost from $10,000 to hundreds of thousands of dollars. In higher edu-

cation, new requests for distance education support, active learning spaces and 

expensive professional tools expand this cost range. When computers need to be 

replaced at the end of their regular lifespan, the fiscal challenge begins again.

Problem
Provide students with access to professional 

software and computational environments.

Solution 
Virtual Computing Lab / VCL

Goals
• Increase student access to professional 

and research tools.

• Improve IT response to teaching and 

learning needs.

• Reduce costs associated with delivering 

software as a service. 

Results 
• Reduced operating costs

• Resolved lab administration issues

• Extended access to software

• Extended distance education capabilities

• Reduced carbon footprint

Learn more at ibm.com/solutions/education/cloudacademy

IBM Cloud Academy

http://ibm.com/solutions/education/cloudacademy
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The solution
Mason uses fully configured IBM® BladeCenter® technology and open source virtual com-

puting lab (VCL) software (http://incubator.apache.org/projects/vcl.html) to provide a VCL 

for its academic and research communities. The full technical infrastructure involves the pro-

vision of systems and network security, high-speed network services, a Web portal, a 

database server, a software image library and management nodes. 

The Virginia Virtual Computing Lab (VAVCL), hosted from the Fairfax campus of Mason, per-

mits students to reserve and access a virtual computer, along with a desired set of 

applications, by means of the Internet. At Mason, for example, a student taking a statistics 

class might access the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) to complete a 

homework assignment from a residence hall. Another student might access SPSS from 

home, before heading to work. Yet another student taking that same statistics class might 

access SPSS through a wireless hub at a local restaurant. 

For students, computer requirements to access the VAVCL are very small. Even the most 

remote student who might be limited to using an older computer or a computer in a public 

library, can access state-of-the art computational resources. Network requirements to 

access and use the system are as small as one-quarter megabit per second during active 

use. Therefore, any point of minimal Internet access is sufficient to open the door for service.

“Our VCL provides better 

software access and better 

computational capacity 

for our students at a lower 

cost.  The decision to invest 

is easy.”

— Sharon Pitt



Education Cloud Solutions from IBM

IBM Cloud Academy

To provide services at the lowest cost, the VAVCL has been created strictly using open 

source and free software. The open source VCL code is distributed through the Apache 

Incubator program. Mason actively contributes to and expands the technical capacity of  

the VCL code as a member of the VCL development community. The entire VCL solution is 

accessed online; therefore, the lab effectively goes wherever students go.

For IT professionals, the VCL helps address reduced budgets, increased power costs, 

aging equipment, application “wars” and the need to provide, in a timely manner, 

software for teaching and learning. One statistic is most compelling: The yearly cost of 

investing in and maintaining a VCL at Mason is 21 percent of its physical counterpart.

Improvements in the areas of software licensing and maintenance are made through the  

VCL model as well. Since the VCL builds and hosts an online “machine” for its users, there  

is no expense in maintaining up-to-date computers in the field. VCL levels the playing field  

for students, ensuring that high-end computing power is available for the most complex  

disciplinary task, no matter what kind of computer the student owns or uses to access these 

tools. Software use is tracked and metered allowing license purchases to match actual  

software demand.  

Learn more at ibm.com/solutions/education/cloudacademy
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