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Executive Summary 
Annually, the Tennessee Department of Education (department) releases a report to highlight the 

state of virtual education in Tennessee. This year's report provides information relative to the 

operation and viability of public virtual schools and virtual education programs for the 2023-24 

school year. In compliance with state statute1, the report provides information relative to student 

enrollment, academic performance, and funding for virtual education and includes data for 

public virtual schools and their establishing local education agencies (LEAs). Additional 

information related to virtual education is available on the department’s virtual school webpage. 

Highlights in Public Virtual Education 
 The number of public virtual schools operating in Tennessee remained steady with 58 

schools during the 2023-24 school year, compared to 59 schools in 2022-23. 

 Enrollment in Tennessee public virtual schools remained steady with 12,630 students 

during the 2023-24 school year compared to 12,653 students in 2022-23. 

 Approximately a third of Tennessee’s non-virtual public high schools offered online or 

virtual courses in addition to traditional in-person courses during the 2023-24 school year. 

 Many virtual schools provide a temporary alternative to traditional schooling for students 

who have unique needs. These flexibilities lead to increased student mobility, and studies 

have shown that increased mobility leads to unfavorable academic outcomes. 

 Approximately 30% of students enrolled in a virtual school did not remain enrolled in the 

school for the entirety of the school year; this is a significantly higher mobility rate 

compared to the mobility rate of students attending a non-virtual school (14%). 

 The number of virtual schools that earned a school-wide TVAAS composite score of 3 or 

greater (21%) was significantly lower than the number of non-virtual schools that met the 

same measure (66%). 

 The department has implemented a virtual school monitoring framework that analyzes 

the operational, academic, and fiscal viability of a virtual school. 

1 T.C.A. § 49-16-104 
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Virtual Education Landscape in Tennessee 
Legislative History of Virtual Education in Tennessee 
The Tennessee General Assembly passed Chapter 1096 of the Public Acts of 20082, which 

provides school districts and students with a broader range of educational opportunities 

through effective use of technology outside of a traditional classroom. Through this Act, local 

education agencies (LEAs) were granted the authority to utilize state education funds, seek out 

grant funds, and accept donations to implement virtual education programs. Although this Act 

promoted virtual education, LEAs maintained discretionary authority whether to offer virtual 

education for its students. 

In 2011, the General Assembly enacted the Virtual Public Schools Act3 to expand upon 

previously enacted virtual education program legislation. This Act gave LEAs the authority to 

establish virtual public schools to offer students additional educational opportunities. 

Furthermore, virtual schools established under this Act are public schools and must be allotted 

the same resources afforded to other public schools in Tennessee. In addition, the Act required 

the Tennessee State Board of Education (SBE) to promulgate rules and regulations related to 

the operation and establishment of virtual schools and virtual education programs4. 

Divisions of Virtual Education 
SBE rule5 divides virtual education into two separate categories: public virtual schools and 

virtual education programs. This differentiation provides both LEAs and public schools with the 

flexibility to offer virtual education to students as needed. LEAs may establish and operate a 

public virtual school to deliver instruction to students primarily via the internet in a virtual or 

remote setting6. Public virtual schools are public schools and are held to the same rigorous 

standards as other public schools in Tennessee. Unlike traditional public schools, the 

commissioner has the authority to reinstate an enrollment cap for a public virtual school or 

direct the LEA to close the school if it is identified as a Priority school or demonstrates student 

2 T.C.A. § 49-16-101-105 

3 T.C.A. § 49-16-201-215 

4 SBE Rule 0520-01-03-.05 

5 SBE rule 0520-01-03-.05 

6 Pursuant to T.C.A. § 49-13-106, charter schools may not operate a public virtual school. 
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achievement growth at a level of “significantly below expectations” for any three (3) consecutive 

years of the school's operation7. 

Additionally, LEAs have discretion to allow students enrolled within a virtual school to attend a 

portion of their classes in-person within a brick-and-mortar location if needed. Students may 

choose to remain enrolled in a public non-virtual school and still participate in virtual education 

through a virtual education program. A virtual education program is a course or series of 

courses accessed by students through technology. LEAs and public charter schools may use 

virtual education programs to provide students with a broader range of educational 

opportunities outside of a traditional school setting. Unlike public virtual schools, virtual 

education programs are not separate schools and must operate through an already established 

public school. During the 2023-24 school year, a third of Tennessee public high schools offered 

online or distance learning courses through a virtual education program in addition to 

traditional in-person courses. In total, approximately 54% of LEAs provided students with 

access to a virtual education program through a non-virtual school to expand curricular 

offerings during the 2023-24 school year. 

Establishment of Virtual Schools 
The department has created a thorough application process by which LEAs must apply to open 

a virtual school. During the application process, LEAs must submit evidence showing that the 

school’s academic, operational, and fiscal practices will align to all applicable statutes and rules 

that govern public schools and public virtual schools in Tennessee. LEAs may utilize both state 

and local funds to implement and operate public virtual schools and virtual education 

programs. 

Most LEAs in Tennessee offer access to virtual courses as a flexible choice for students and 

families. LEAs may staff and manage public virtual schools with personnel employed by the LEA 

or may contract management services with another entity. However, all teachers, regardless of 

employer, must have the necessary endorsement(s) on their Tennessee educator license to 

teach each course. Regardless of the management entity, all public virtual schools and virtual 

education programs must comply with laws, rules, and regulations applicable to public schools 

in Tennessee. Furthermore, public virtual schools are required to comply with all federal laws 

addressing special populations, including the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), 

and must provide all services required by a student’s Individualized Education Program (IEP), 

7 T.C.A. § 49-16-213 
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Section 504 Plan, or Individual Learning Plan (ILP). Therefore, students with unique learning 

needs, including those with disabilities and limited English proficiency, may enroll and 

participate in a public virtual school or virtual education program. Access to virtual education 

provides Tennessee students with a personalized pathway to learning that is not constrained by 

geography or a traditional bell schedule. Both virtual schools and non-virtual schools can 

provide students with access to a variety of instructional modalities including: 

 Synchronous Virtual Courses: courses that are fully online/virtual in which a student 

can progress independently through coursework and requires students to attend 

regularly scheduled (daily/every other day) virtual classes with a teacher. 

 Asynchronous Virtual Courses: courses that are fully online/virtual in which a student 

can progress independently through coursework and does not require students to 

attend regularly scheduled (daily/every other day) virtual classes with a teacher. 

 Bisynchronous Virtual Courses: courses that are fully online/virtual and utilize a 

mixture of asynchronous and synchronous instruction. 

 Hybrid Virtual Courses (allowable in public virtual schools only): courses that offer 

primarily virtual instruction (asynchronous, synchronous, or bisynchronous) and 

requires students to periodically attend class in-person within a brick-and-mortar 

location. 

Public Virtual School Operation and Enrollment 
The number of public virtual schools operating in Tennessee has significantly increased since 

2011 and has remained consistent for the past two years as seen in figure 1. During the 2023-

24 school year, 58 public virtual schools operated across 51 LEAs. Student participation in 

virtual education, specifically virtual schooling, has seen an upward trend since 2011 and has 

remained stable in the last few years as seen in figure 2. During the 2021-22 school year, 

student enrollment in virtual schools significantly increased due to parental choice during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. This sudden increase was followed by a significant decrease in student 

enrollment during the 2022-23 school year. However, post-pandemic public virtual school 

enrollment remains higher than pre-pandemic enrollment. 
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Figure 1. Openings and Closings of Virtual Schools, Over Time 

Opened No Change Closed 
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13-Dec 13-14 14-15 15-16 16-17 17-18 18-19 19-20 20-21 21-22 22-23 23-24 

Opened 3  1  1  0  0  1  1  5  12  29  6  4  

No Change 7 9 10 11 11 11 12 13 16 28 53 54 

Closed 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 4 5 

Figure 2. Virtual School Enrollment, Over Time 

O
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t 17,906 12,653 12,630 10,589 

3,361 3,196 3,553 1,765 2,060 1,338 1,454 1,925 2,166 

In the 2023-24 school year, 19 public virtual schools offered a statewide enrollment option for 

any Tennessee student that met the school’s enrollment criteria. LEAs that allow out-of-district 

or state-wide enrollment may charge tuition to families for the portion of funding that the LEA 

receives from local city or county taxes. LEAs that operate a virtual school are not required to 

offer out-of-district or state-wide enrollment options. As shown in Table 1, 47% of public virtual 

schools operating in the 2023-24 school year did not offer out-of-district or statewide 

enrollment opportunities. 

Table 1. Number of Virtual Schools by Available Enrollment Type, 2023-24 

Enrollment Type Number of Schools Percent of Total 
In-District Enrollment Only 27 47% 
Statewide Enrollment Option 12 21% 
In-District/Limited Out-of-District Enrollment 
(Surrounding Areas Only) 

19 33% 
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Student Enrollment 
Student population characteristics within public virtual schools and non-virtual schools are 

similar8. Compared to non-virtual schools, public virtual schools held a smaller proportion of 

English Learners (EL) and Hispanic students during the 2023-24 school year. This data trend is 

not unique to Tennessee; a national study found that across the U.S., fewer EL students 

participate in virtual schooling as compared to other student populations9. 

Figure 4. Student Population Characteristics, SY2023-24 

61% 
53% 

27% 

8% 2% 0% 1% 

27% 
16% 

3% 0% 0% 

% White Students % Black Students % Hispanic Students % Asian Students % Hawaiian/Pacific % Native American 
Islander Students 

Virtual Schools Non-virtual Schools 

44% 
36% 

29% 28% 

12% 13% 
2% 

10% 

% Economically Disadvantaged % Students with a Disability % English Lanaguage Learner % Black, Hispanic, and Native 
(L,W,T1-T4) American Students 

Virtual Schools Non-virtual Schools 

Student Mobility 
Public virtual schools in Tennessee have significantly higher mobility rates compared to non-

virtual schools. Approximately 30% of students who enrolled in a virtual school did not remain 

enrolled in the school for the entirety of the school year as compared to 14% of students in 

non-virtual schools. LEAs often use virtual schooling to meet the needs of students and families 

that need an alternative to a traditional school setting. Virtual education provides flexibility for 

LEAs to meet the needs of its students; however, this type of utilization lends itself to increased 

8 Student data within this report is limited to include data from schools within the 51 LEAs that operated a public virtual 
school during the 2023-2024 school year. 

9 Molnar, A., Miron, G., Barbour, M. K., Huerta, L., Shafer, S. R., Rice, J. K., Glover, A., Browning, N., Hagle, S., & Boninger, F. 
(2021). Virtual Schools in the U.S. 2021. Nepc.colorado.edu. https://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/virtual-schools-annual-
2021 
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student mobility. This underscores a unique challenge that virtual schools face when compared 

to non-virtual schools. To address this challenge. virtual school leaders plan for increased 

mobility and student transience by offering flexible scheduling and varying types of 

instructional modalities to fit student and family needs and support the transition back to non-

virtual schooling. Virtual school leaders have indicated that a consistently changing student 

body impacts their ability to effectively monitor academic progress and increase student 

achievement. Studies have shown that students who experience school mobility face significant 

academic challenges, including lower test scores and increased risks of grade retention and 

dropout10. Research also indicates that school-wide mobility negatively impacts both mobile 

and non-mobile students, contributing to lower overall school performance11. For purposes of 

this report, student mobility rate is the percentage of a student body entering, reentering, 

and/or withdrawing on or after October 1st of a school year. Figure 5 presents the overall 

mobility rates for both students in virtual schools and non-virtual schools during the 2023-24 

school year12. 

Figure 5. Student Mobility Rates Comparison, 2023-24 

30% 

14% 

% Mobile Students 

Virtual Schools Non-Virtual Schools 

Accountability 
Public virtual schools in Tennessee operate under the same legal and regulatory framework as 

all other public schools in the state. T.C.A. § 49-16-213 frames additional accountability 

measures that focus on student achievement growth, as represented by the Tennessee Value-

Added Assessment System (TVAAS). TVAAS composites are one-year scores reported on a 1-5 

10 Welsh, R. O. (2017). School hopscotch: A comprehensive review of K-12 student mobility in the United States. Review of 
Educational Research, 87(3), 475-511. 

11 Gill, P., Molina, M., & Potter, D. (2021). The relationship between school-year mobility and school performance in the 
Houston area. Houston Education Research Consortium, Kinder Institute for Urban Research, Rice University. 

12 Virtual school mobility rate: Percentage of the virtual school’s yearly student membership that enters (enrolls) for more 
than one (1) day on or after 10/1 or exits (withdraws) from the virtual school on or after 10/2 and before the last month of the 
school’s academic calendar. 
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15% 22% 
17% 19% 

2% 0% 
25% 

10% 22% 10% 
34% 

scale13. If a virtual school demonstrates overall student achievement growth (school-wide 

TVAAS composite) at a level 1 indicating “significantly below expectations” for any three 

consecutive years of the school’s operation, the commissioner of education has the authority to 

enforce an enrollment cap or direct the establishing LEA to close the public virtual school. The 

Tennessee Department of Education shares accountability data for public schools, including 

public virtual schools, in the annual Tennessee State Report Card and assigns School Letter 

Grades to all eligible public schools including public virtual schools. These data sources are a 

vital tool for parents and families seeking comprehensive information about school 

performance. 

Academic Outcomes 
During the 2023-24 school year, students within non-virtual schools demonstrated a higher rate 

of academic achievement compared to students within virtual schools as illustrated in figure 6. 

Moreover, 21% of public virtual schools achieved a school-wide TVAAS composite score of 3 or 

greater. This percentage is considerably lower than the 66% of non-virtual schools that 

achieved the same benchmark as illustrated in figure 7. 

Figure 8 illustrates that 45% of virtual schools secured a school-wide TVAAS composite score 

equivalent to or exceeding their establishing LEA while 53% of non-virtual schools met this 

same measure. 

Figure 6. Percentage of Students On-track or Figure 7. Percentage of Schools by School-Wide 
Mastered by School Type, 2023-24 TVAAS Composite Level, 2023-24 

39% 37% 62% 

% TVAAS % TVAAS % TVAAS % TVAAS % TVAAS % of Students On-track or % of Students On-track or 
Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5 Mastered Math Mastered ELA 

Virtual Schools Non-virtual Schools Virtual Schools Non-virtual Schools 

13 Appendix I provides TVAAS effectiveness levels. 
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Figure 8. School-wide TVAAS Composites Compared to Figure 9. Percentage of Schools Earning TVAAS 
System-wide TVAAS Composites, 2023-24 Composite Level Equivalent to or Higher than LEA, 

Over Time 

10% 

36% 
45% 

15% 

38% 
53% 

% Schools with 
Higher School-wide 
Composite than LEA 

% Schools with 
Composites Equal to 

LEA 

% Schools with 
Composite Equal to 
or Higher than LEA 

67% 38% 64% 

45% 45% 

74% 79% 
67% 

50% 53% 

2018-19 2020-21 2021-22 2022-23 2023-24 

Virtual Schools Non-virtual Schools Virtual Schools Non-virtual Schools 

School Letter Grades 
Pursuant to Tennessee law14, the department developed a school letter grade rating system to 

provide parents and families with information that shows how public schools in Tennessee are 

performing. The department calculates letter grades on a scale from A to F. These grades are 

based on four separate indicators: student achievement, student academic growth, growth of 

the highest need students, and college and career readiness measure for high schools. A higher 

percentage of non-virtual schools (73%) earned a letter grade ranging from A to C than virtual 

schools (20%). Appendix F provides the letter grade earned by each eligible public virtual 

school. 

School Recognitions 
Each year, in accordance with Tennessee's accountability system and federal and state law, the 

Tennessee Department of Education recognizes schools for their success, as well as those 

needing additional support. Reward Schools, as defined by the department’s 2023-24 

Accountability Protocol, are schools that earn an overall school score of 3.1 or higher per 

federal accountability calculation and are not identified as Comprehensive Support and 

Improvement Schools (CSI), Targeted Support and Improvement Schools (TSI), or Additional 

Targeted Support and Improvement Schools (ATSI). Schools serving K-8 students are evaluated 

on four indicators, including achievement on the Tennessee Comprehensive Assessment 

Program (TCAP) assessments, TCAP assessment growth over time, rates at which students are 

Chronically Out of School, and performance on the English Language Proficiency Assessment 

(ELPA). In addition to these four indicators, high schools are also evaluated on Graduation Rate 

14 T.C.A. § 49-1-228 
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and Ready Graduate Rate, or the rate at which students graduate while also having achieved 

milestones associated with college and career readiness. Schools are recognized as a Reward 

school when they demonstrate high levels of performance and/or improvement in 

performance by meeting their annual measurable objectives across performance indicators 

and student groups. Table 2 and Table 3 below highlight school designations for the 2023-24 

school year. 

Table 2: Virtual Schools Designated as a Reward School 

Reward Schools 
Establishing LEA School 
Bristol City Schools Tennessee Online Public School 
Williamson County Schools Vanguard Virtual High School 

Comprehensive and Targeted Support Designations 
Tennessee designates a school as a Comprehensive Support and Improvement (CSI) school 

when the school earns performance scores in the bottom five percent of all Tennessee public 

schools or exhibits a graduation rate of less than 67%. A school is identified as a Targeted 

Support School (TSI) when any student group within the school earns performance scores in 

the bottom five percent of the overall performance of Tennessee students. Furthermore, a 

school is identified as an Additional Targeted Support and Improvement (ATSI) school when the 

performance scores of any student group within the school aligns with CSI criteria. Schools 

identified as CSI, TSI, and ATSI are eligible for additional funding and receive support from the 

department to develop evidence-based school improvement plans. These plans are based on 

items identified within the individual school’s needs assessment and root cause analysis. 

Table 3: Virtual Schools Designated as CSI, TSI, or ATSI 

CSI, TSI, or ATSI Designated Virtual Schools 
Establishing LEA School Designation Type 
Johnson County Schools Tennessee Connections Academy Johnson County 4-8 TSI 
Maury County Schools Virtual Academy of Maury County CSI 
Memphis-Shelby County Schools Memphis Virtual School CSI 
Union County Schools Tennessee Virtual Academy TSI 
Union County Schools Tennessee Virtual Junior High School TSI 

Funding 
As delineated in T.C.A. § 49-16-204, Tennessee law assures that public virtual schools are 

provided the same resources as other public schools operating in Tennessee. Local Education 

Agencies have the authority to allocate funds from both state and local sources for the 

establishment and operation of their virtual schools and virtual education programs. Appendix 
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G provides an overview of funding for all operational virtual schools during the 2023-24 school 

year. Both state and local funding shares are set based on each county’s fiscal capacity, or 

ability to raise local revenue; counties with higher fiscal capacities receive less state funding as a 

percentage of their total budget and must contribute more local matching dollars than counties 

with less ability to raise local revenue. 

Actions Taken to Strengthen Virtual Education in Tennessee 
Virtual education serves as a flexible educational pathway for Tennessee students. To ensure 

that all students receive quality educational services, the department has set forth a focused 

effort to strengthen virtual education across the state. Supports provided by the department 

cover a broad spectrum, from helping LEAs craft operational guidelines to fostering 

partnerships between virtual and non-virtual schools. The list below outlines strides that the 

department is taking to strengthen virtual education: 

1. The department has established a virtual school monitoring framework for LEAs to 

evaluate the academic, operational, and fiscal capacity of their public virtual schools. 

Annually, these monitoring data are used to refine and enhance the monitoring 

framework for the next monitoring cycle. 

2. The department provides technical support to LEAs seeking to open a public virtual 

school. These supports help LEAs develop policies and procedures to ensure that the 

operation of their virtual schools align with applicable rules, regulations, and best 

practices as outlined by the department. 

3. The department fosters collaboration between LEAs that seek to open a virtual school 

and LEAs that have previously established a virtual school. These partnerships provide a 

support network to LEAs as they plan and open virtual schools and programs. 

4. The department uses virtual school monitoring data and accountability data to develop 

guidance and establish best practices relative to challenges and trends identified by 

LEAs that operate virtual schools. 

Conclusion 
Tennessee law allows LEAs to utilize high quality virtual education programming as a choice for 

families in Tennessee. The significant growth in the number of students who participate in 

virtual education highlights the increasing demand from Tennessee families for these flexible 

and diverse educational opportunities. Despite the increasing demand of virtual education, high 

student mobility continues to impact public virtual schools’ academic outcomes. The 
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department has established a dedicated school choice division to address challenges that are 

unique to public virtual schools and virtual education programs. This division helps LEAs 

establish practices to ensure their students receive high-quality educational services regardless 

of learning modality and provides strategic supports to enhance the quality of virtual education 

across the state. 
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