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State virtual schools are an important part of the online learning landscape, collectively serving 
over 420,000 students and approaching one million supplemental online course enrollments 
in 23 states during the 2016–17 fiscal year. They are among the largest and most recognized 
providers of online courses, instruction, technology infrastructure, professional development 
and other online learning related services to schools and districts across the states in which 
they operate. 

We thank the Virtual Learning Leadership Alliance for providing data and support to help develop this brief.

State virtual schools provide online courses and support services to schools across the 23 states in which 
they operate.1 (See Figure 1 and Table 1.) State virtual schools are entities created by legislation or by state-
level agencies, usually funded partially or entirely by a state appropriation, course fees and/or grants. 
Most state virtual schools are not “schools” as defined by the National Center for Education Statistics, as 
they do not grant diplomas and are not responsible for many of the functions performed by schools (re. 
administration of state assessments, state and federal reporting, counseling, etc.).2 Instead, they supply 
online courses and related services to schools. Students are usually enrolled with district approval, with the 
exception of states with course access policies.3 Even then the school or district plays an integral role in 
counseling, mentoring and enrolling students in the state virtual school. 

State virtual schools may be administered by a state education agency, or may be separate nonprofit 
organizations, charter schools, higher education institutions or regional service agencies contracted by the 
state education agency. For example:

• Georgia Virtual School, Oregon Academy of Online Learning, Virtual Virginia and other state virtual 
schools are part of their state departments of education. 

• Idaho Digital Learning is a governmental entity separate from the state education agency, and was 
created by legislation with a Board of Directors responsible for oversight. 

• Montana Digital Academy is administered by the state university system. 

• Michigan Virtual School receives legislative funding, but is a 501(c)3 nonprofit organization with a Board 
of Directors providing oversight. 

1  Most data in this brief are from the 2016–17 fiscal year for school, district and state organizations. Most state educational systems work on a fiscal year 
from July 1 to June 30; a few start fiscal years August 1 or September 1.

2  The term state virtual school was coined over a decade ago to describe statewide online learning programs created by legislation or state rule by the 
Southern Regional Education Board and the Keeping Pace with K–2 Online Learning reports.

3  Course access refers to policies that allow students to directly take one or more online courses from a provider other than the student’s district of 
enrollment and have their funding flow to the provider. Course access will be explored in more detail in a forthcoming Digital Learning Collaborative 
policy brief.
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• Illinois Virtual School is administered through the Peoria County Regional Office of Education, 
which was awarded the Illinois State Board of Education contract to manage and operate the state 
virtual school. 

• New Hampshire’s state virtual school, Virtual Learning Academy Charter School, was created through 
charter school rules. 

Although state virtual schools have different organizational and governance structures, most share similar 
characteristics. They provide teacher-led online courses, have administrative staff, enroll students, hire and 
train teachers, and maintain technology infrastructure to deliver and support online courses. They may create 
their own online course content, license content from vendors, use open educational resources, or combine 
content from various sources.

State virtual school courses and services are generally funded totally or in part by legislative line items. 
Districts may be required to pay all or part of the cost of the courses in which their students enroll. In some 
cases courses are provided at no cost to schools and districts (Montana, South Carolina), or for nominal fees 
to help cover costs (Idaho). State virtual schools may receive federal or private foundation grants, but the 
bulk of SVS funding comes from the state allocation and/or course fees based on course enrollments.

FIGURE 1 : States with state virtual schools. Alaska, Texas, Utah and South Dakota previously  
were states recognized as having state virtual schools in Keeping Pace reports.

States with Virtual Schools

RI
CT

VT

MD

NH

HI

AL

NC

SCAR

MS

CO

WY

MT ND

SD

TN

NM

ID

IL

VA

IA

KY

WV

MO

NE

WA

CA
KS

IN

PA

NY

DE
DC

NJ

AK

OH

ME

MA

MN

NV

AZ

TX

OR

LA

OK

MI

GA

FL

UT

WI



DIGITAL LEARNING 
LANDSCAPE BRIEF

digitallearningcollab.com     3

State Virtual Schools (cont.)

TABLE 1: State virtual schools

STATE STATE VIRTUAL SCHOOL
YEAR 
OPENED

STAFF 
FTE

OPERATING  
BUDGET

GRADES 
SERVED

Alabama Alabama ACCESS 2004 8 $20,865,768 7-12

Arkansas Virtual Arkansas 2013 17 $5,040,000 K-12

Colorado Colorado Digital Learning Solutions 2015 3 $631,775 6-12

Florida Florida 1997 402 $209,716,264 K-12

Georgia Georgia Virtual School 2005 45 $10,675,543 5-12

Hawaii Hawaii Virtual Learning Network 2007 NR NR 7-12

Idaho Idaho Digital Learning Academy 2001 45 $8,900,000 5-12

Illinois Illinois Virtual School 2001 7 $2,276,435 5-12

Iowa Iowa Learning Online 2004 4 $1,200,000 7-12

Michigan Michigan Virtual School 2001 65.5 $9,550,000 6-12

Mississippi Mississippi 2006 NR $600,000 11-12

Missouri Missouri Virtual Instructional Program 2007 5 $589,778 K-12

Montana Montana Digital Academy 2010 5.2 $2,000,500 6-12

New Hampshire Virtual Learning Academy Charter School 2007 7 $7,566,800 6-12

New Mexico **New Mexico Blended Learning Bureau 2008 6 $890,000* 6-12

North Carolina North Carolina Virtual Public School 2007 24 $21,000,000 6-12

North Dakota North Dakota Center for Distance Learning 1996 14 $4,200,000 PK-12

Oregon Oregon Academy of Online Learning 2005 0.9* $800,000 9-12

South Carolina VirtualSC 2006 33 $8,397,315 K-12

Vermont Vermont Virtual Learning Cooperative 2010 3.8 $649,867 6-12

Virginia Virtual Virginia 2002 6 $4,200,000 6-12

West Virginia West Virginia Virtual School 2001 2 NR K-12

Wisconsin Wisconsin Virtual School 2000 5.7 $1,339,000 6-12

NR = Not reported

* 2015–16 data

State virtual school enrollment numbers 
We count a course enrollment as one student taking one, semester-long, online course. Florida Virtual 
School is by far the largest state virtual school, with 485,000 course enrollments in FY 2016–17. North 
Carolina’s school is the only other with more than 100,000 course enrollments. Other large schools, in 
absolute terms or in relation to their state’s student populations, include Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Idaho, 
New Hampshire, and South Carolina.

Most state virtual schools are growing, but at a slightly slower rate than in the past few years. Course 
enrollments collectively grew at a year over year rate of just under 4% during FY2016–17. Florida Virtual 
School had 3% growth, while North Carolina Virtual Public School reported flat course enrollment numbers. 
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TABLE 2: State virtual schools course enrollments over the last five years

STATE STATE VIRTUAL SCHOOL
2012–
2013

2013–
2014

2014–
2015

2015–
2016

2016–
2017

Alabama Alabama ACCESS  51,910  51,809  41,578  57,485  58,466 

Arkansas Virtual Arkansas  2,000  3,734  29,728  29,213  43,689 

Colorado Colorado Digital Learning Solutions  1,007  914  708  433  1,327 

Florida Florida  410,962  377,508  394,712  471,576  485,382 

Georgia Georgia Virtual School  25,877  33,041  52,290  66,460  69,907 

Hawaii Hawaii Virtual Learning Network  1,834  1,514  1,358  1,502  1,502*

Idaho Idaho Digital Learning Academy  19,036  20,820  22,954  25,488  27,280 

Illinois Illinois Virtual School  2,994  3,097  4,681  6,493  5,848 

Iowa Iowa Learning Online  1,240  1,201  1,294  2,975  1,287 

Michigan Michigan Virtual School  20,812  21,944  23,716  24,397  25,565 

Mississippi Mississippi  3,121  2,360  2,262  4,319  4,392 

Missouri Missouri Virtual Instructional Program  1,623  1,992  623  1,639  1,872 

Montana Montana Digital Academy  7,993  6,785  7,111  6,946  7,711 

New Hampshire Virtual Learning Academy Charter School  17,626  22,731  24,724  27,717  26,021 

New Mexico New Mexico Blended Learning Bureau  2,697  2,823  2,199  2,442  2,442*

North Carolina North Carolina Virtual Public School  94,716  104,799  111,634  116,006  116,538 

North Dakota North Dakota Center for Distance Learning  3,200  6,100  5,414  5,264  6,542 

Oregon Oregon Academy of Online Learning  983  1,040 

South Carolina VirtualSC  16,818  24,491  40,363  41,666  41,638 

Vermont Vermont Virtual Learning Cooperative  940  2,707  1,693  2,229  1,893 

Virgina Virtual Virginia  13,026  19,433  24,611  25,600  19,554 

West Virginia West Virginia Virtual School  6,039  11,270  10,428  NR  6,963 

Wisconsin Wisconsin Virtual School  5,036  5,357  5,511  6,150  6,189 

TOTAL semester equivalent course enrollments served  710,507  726,430 809,592 926,983 963,048 

NR = Not reported

* 2015–16 data
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Table 3 shows the number of unique students taking online courses in state virtual schools, ranging from 
206,038 students in Florida Virtual School during FY2016–17 to 1,000 or fewer students in some of the 
smaller programs. Based on 18 of the state virtual schools providing data, students took an average of 2.3 
online courses in FY 2016-17, up from an average of 1.8 in FY2015–16. Student online course loads vary from 
program to program. NCVPS had one of the highest course loads at 3.2 courses per student, largely due to a 
focus on year-long course enrollments. Virtual Virginia also emphasizes year-long courses, plus it is running 
a full-time online pilot contributing to an above-average 3.2 courses per student. Several of the smaller 
programs—Colorado (1.2), Illinois (1.1)—run well below the national average. 

TABLE 3: Number of students taking online courses from state virtual schools(1)

STATE STATE VIRTUAL SCHOOL

NUMBER  
OF STUDENTS 
WHO 
TOOK CLASSES

TOTAL COURSE 
ENROLLMENTS

AVERAGE 
COURSES 
PER STUDENT

Alabama Alabama ACCESS  26,235  58,466 2.2

Arkansas Virtual Arkansas  21,242  43,689 1.3

Colorado Colorado Digital Learning Solutions  1,069  1,327 1.2

Florida Florida  206,038  43,689 2.4

Georgia Georgia Virtual School  31,006  69,907 2.3

Hawaii Hawaii Virtual Learning Network  NR  NR  NR 

Idaho Idaho Digital Learning Academy  16,804  27,280 1.4

Illinois Illinois Virtual School  3,999  5,848 1.1

Iowa Iowa Learning Online  810  1,287 1.6

Michigan Michigan Virtual School  15,152  25,565 1.7

Mississippi Mississippi  NR  NR  NR 

Missouri Missouri Virtual Instructional Program  764  1,872 3.4

Montana Montana Digital Academy  4,610  7,711 1.7

New Hampshire Virtual Learning Academy Charter School  12,390  26,021 2.1

New Mexico New Mexico  NR  NR  NR 

North Carolina North Carolina Virtual Public School  36,454  116,538 3.2

North Dakota North Dakota Center for Distance Learning  4,579  6,542 1.5

Oregon Oregon Academy of Online Learning  NR  NR  NR 

South Carolina VirtualSC  23,434  41,638 1.5

Vermont Vermont Virtual Learning Cooperative  1,113  1,893 1.9

Virgina Virtual Virginia  6,036  19,554 3.2

West Virginia West Virginia Virtual School  NR  NR  NR 

Wisconsin Wisconsin Virtual School  4,000  6,189 1.5

TOTALS  415,735  505,016 1.2

NR = Not reported

(1) Number of students who took one or more online courses from a state virtual school (students are not double counted if they took more than 
one course)
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Enrollments by subject area 
Collectively the core subjects of math, science, language arts and social studies combined for about 49% of 
course enrollments in FY 2016–17, down from 53% in FY 2015–16. Enrollments in World Languages increased 
to 13% in FY 2016–17 after tallying just 6% of course enrollments in FY 2014–15. The cost and difficulty of 
finding qualified World Language teachers for campus-based courses appears to be driving many districts to 
rely on online courses. State virtual schools and other suppliers are being asked to create full class sections 
of online World Language courses to meet the shortfall of qualified local teachers.

FIGURE 2: Course enrollments by subject categories 
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Among core subjects, social studies had the greatest decrease in enrollments in FY 2016–17, representing 
11% of core subject enrollments down from 16% in FY 2015–16.

FIGURE 3: Course enrollments by subject area
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Electives and World Languages combined to total 51% of all state virtual school course enrollments in FY 
2016-17, compared to just under 47% in FY 2015–16. Among electives, Health and Fitness represented 8% of 
all course enrollments in FY 2016–17 compared to only 3.5% in 2014–15. Driver’s Education comprised 5% 
of course enrollments in FY 2016–17. Nineteen of the twenty-three state virtual schools reported detailed 
data on course enrollments by subject area, accounting for 97% of total state virtual school enrollments in 
FY 2016–17.

Enrollments by grade level
State virtual schools began providing supplemental courses primarily at the high school level, and about 80% 
of all state virtual school course enrollments remain in grades 9–12. However, that percentage has dropped 
from 84% in FY 2015–16.

FIGURE 4: State virtual school course enrollments by grade level
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Serving middle school grades has been a more recent development, and as such the rate of growth in these 
lower grades is faster than the traditional high school segment. All but two of the 23 state virtual schools now 
serve students between grades 5–12 with several programs now offering courses for K–12. 

Completion rates
State virtual schools typically define course completion based on a passing grade, most commonly defined 
as grades C, D, or 60% or higher. Florida Virtual School, which is funded on course completions, defines a 
completion as a student successfully finishing a virtual school course with a D or higher. Several state virtual 
schools require a grade of 70% or above to be considered a completion. A few define course completion 
as any final grade issued, including an F and even Withdrawal. A small percentage of state virtual schools 
accept a student completing 90–100% of a course as a completion and did not require a grade to be issued. 
Another counts an online course as completed if the student was still in the course when the course was 
marked closed on the closing date.
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Teacher type and compensation
Most state virtual schools rely heavily on part-time teachers to staff online courses. Fifteen of the 18 state 
virtual schools reporting data on teacher type rely more on part-time teachers than full-time instructors. Six 
programs employ no full-time teachers, exclusively using part-time instructors. Florida Virtual School is the 
notable exception, with 1,471 full- time teachers and about 78 part-time. 

Because almost all online courses delivered by state virtual schools are teacher-led, the primary factor in 
determining annual budgets is teacher compensation. Part-time or adjunct teachers are typically paid on a 
per enrollment basis, generally ranging from about $130 to over $200 per enrollment, based on factors such 
as experience and type of course. Full-time teachers are typically paid in a similar way and on similar scales 
as teachers in traditional schools in their state. 

Sources of online courses
State virtual schools get their online courses from a wide range of sources. Some state virtual schools, like 
the Missouri Virtual Instructional Program and West Virginia Virtual, rely largely on vendor-supplied courses 
and services, often including vendor-provided online teachers. Others, such as Florida Virtual School, 
Alabama ACCESS, Idaho Digital Learning, Georgia Virtual School, and others, largely develop their own 
course content. Illinois Virtual School, Montana Digital Academy and others combine original development 
with vendor courses to provide a complete course catalog.

 

The evolution of state virtual school services 
Since around 1997, state virtual schools have been among the early pioneers providing online learning 
options to supplement a student’s learning in the traditional school setting. Over the past decade plus, state 
virtual schools have significantly expanded the types of services and range of products they offer, while 
maintaining the traditional role of supplemental online course supplier. Innovative state virtual schools are 
now introducing and managing change in the delivery of online learning services. 

Supplemental online courses are still at the heart of the state virtual school mission, but most state virtual 
schools provide a variety of other value-added services to meet the changing needs of schools and 
students. They work with districts to provide access to online curriculum, technology infrastructure, and 
teacher training to expand digital learning opportunities in mainstream classrooms. Many have expanded 
offerings in college and career readiness courses and tools, addressing state and local concerns over 
preparing students for life after high school. Some examples of the expanding services provided by state 
virtual schools include the following. 

• VirtualSC offered online keyboarding for South Carolina students in grades K–6 across 43 school 
districts in FY 2017–18, serving 81,598 elementary students. It also works with nine high schools to 
provide Virtual Learning Labs across the state for 469 students to receive support from certified 
teachers, mentors and robots. VirtualSC started using five robots in 2014, further expanding the 
instructional reach of the Virtual Learning Lab program. 

• Idaho Digital Learning, in collaboration with the Idaho Career & Technical Education, has developed 
Skillstack, a badging/micro-certification platform that enables Idaho’s educators to validate the skills of 
their students who demonstrate proficiency towards workforce-relevant badges. Institutions of higher 
education are able to award badges as evidence of proficiency within specific programs of study 
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where the mission aligns with competency based mastery. The goals of Skillstack are to document, 
assess, and validate student skills utilizing industry and disciplinary defined standards to create a wider 
talent pool for Idaho employers, and to assist with the articulation of credit from secondary career and 
technical education programs into Idaho’s colleges and universities. 

• Virtual Arkansas is offering art courses to students in grades 10–12 through a partnership with Crystal 
Bridges Museum of American Art, making the arts more accessible to students in all parts of the state. 

• NCVPS addressed a pressing need in North Carolina by launching an English I course specifically 
designed for English Learners built with WIDA and Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP) 
supports. The course includes enhanced instruction to help English Learners with vocabulary and 
language development and includes a live class feature to help students build verbal communication 
skills with their instructor and peers. After a successful pilot semester, the course launched statewide in 
Fall 2016 and includes students identified as English Learners as well as traditional students. English II, 
with English Learner supports, launched statewide in January 2017. 

• The Montana Digital Academy (MTDA) redeveloped its credit recovery program in 2015 to focus on 
creating a personalized learning path for students based on content mastery. All courses embed an 
advanced notification system that fosters communication between the MTDA teacher, local school 
support and administrative staff, parents and the students, so all stakeholders are informed of the 
progress or areas of focus needed for each student. Using adaptive release, students are presented 
with one task to be completed before the next task appears in their learning path. This redesign has 
resulted in enhanced communication to all stakeholders and a clear pathway to meaningful recovery 
of credit for students. During FY 2016–17 Montana high school students successfully completed 
2,044 credit recovery courses, representing 27% of the overall MTDA course enrollments.

State virtual schools fill other value-added roles in their states. They build and maintain expertise in 
online learning within a state that becomes an asset to policymakers, state agencies, districts and other 
stakeholders. They may help reduce costs by providing online services, such as statewide online and 
professional development to replace face-to-face meetings and reduce travel expenses. Two state virtual 
schools—New Hampshire’s Virtual Learning Academy Charter School and Florida Virtual School—enroll full-
time online students, grant diplomas, and perform the other duties similar to traditional schools. 

Providing the services needed for districts to implement a variety of online learning approaches is one of 
the fastest growing components of state virtual schools. State virtual schools are supporting districts across 
their states by offering access to online courses, learning management system (LMS) access, professional 
development for blended learning instruction, technology support, and planning services. Approaches vary 
by state virtual school and range from a district blended learning consortium to real-time, two-way video 
instruction. Some examples include: 

• The Alabama Connecting Classrooms, Educators, and Students Statewide (ACCESS) Franchise Model is 
an agreement between school districts and the Alabama State Department of Education to use select 
ACCESS online courses in a hosted LMS at no cost. Support includes access to teacher professional 
development and LMS training, a distance learning specialist, help desk support and two campus visits 
during the first year for consultation and recommendations. 
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• Georgia Virtual makes more than 100 courses available to the public as open educational resources 
(OER). Districts can access these courses, plus assessments, at no cost. The public OER courses are 
available without assessments. 

• The Michigan Virtual School’s MyBlend program offers districts a combination of blended learning 
services, including hosted online courses, teacher training for blended learning instruction, and 
coaching and consulting for administrators on the implementation of blended learning. 

• Virtual Arkansas makes its online courses available for schools to use in the classroom in a hosted 
LMS at no cost. It also has an eight-person “Team Digital” field staff that consults with districts to plan 
and implement blended learning. Team Digital members also conduct face-to-face teacher training and 
other campus functions for Virtual Arkansas. 

College and career readiness has a renewed focus in many states. College and career readiness programs 
have been in place in traditional schools for many years, but now state virtual schools are taking a role in 
providing online courses for college-bound students and those interested in Career and Technical Education 
(CTE). Online college readiness tools include math remediation, ACT test preparation and college planning 
tools that better prepare college bound students. Some examples include:

• The Virtual Learning Academy Charter School in New Hampshire has a college and career readiness 
focus that includes annual assessment of college readiness skills. Its Learning Through College 
program gives students the option of completing one or more college courses, completing the first 
year of an associate’s degree program, or completing an entire associate’s degree program while in 
high school. 

• Virtual Arkansas offers a significant number of online Career Technical Education (CTE) courses, which 
make up about 4% of course enrollments in state virtual schools. CTE requires a campus- based lab 
with a mentor/facilitator for these classes because of the hands-on requirements, and all courses 
must be approved by the state Department of Workforce Development. The program offers dual or 
concurrent enrollment in partnership with two Arkansas state universities with about 3,844 course 
enrollments in FY 2017–18. 

• In 2014 Montana Digital Academy launched EdReady Montana, an online college and career readiness 
program that assesses student skills in mathematics and provides a mastery-based personalized 
learning path for students. EdReady Montana was initially used by incoming college freshmen to 
help them prepare for the math portion of commonly used placement exams such as AccuPlacer, 
Compass, SAT, and ACT. Since its launch, MTDA has made the EdReady online program available, at 
no charge, for any learner in Montana, including adults. This allows middle, high school and higher 
education students the opportunity to hone the critical math skills they need to master in preparation 
for their desired educational and career goals, from algebra to pre-calculus to the HiSet high school 
equivalency exam. Under the management of the MTDA, with financial support from the Dennis and 
Phyllis Washington Foundation, EdReady Montana has served 94,807 learners as of June 2018.


