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Executive Summary

An array of education services is delivered online. On one end of the continuum, individual
courses are delivered to students who are otherwise enrolled in brick-and-mortar schools.
The middle terrain includes a wide array of blended programs and schools serving students
with a combination of face-to-face and online activities. On the other end of the continu-
um, full-time virtual schools provide all curriculum and instruction via the internet and
electronic communication, usually asynchronously with students at home and teachers at a
remote location.

This report focuses only on full-time virtual schools. During the pandemic a large portion
of primary and secondary schools switched to virtual instruction for some of the most chal-
lenging months. Please note that this report does not include schools making these tempo-
rary changes. This section includes a detailed overview and inventory® of full-time virtual
schools. Also included are key findings related to student demographics, school character-
istics, and state-specific school performance measures. Evidence indicates that student and
school characteristics differ considerably from characteristics of traditional, brick-and-mor-
tar public schools.

This publication is provided free of cost to NEPC’s readers, who may make non-commercial use of it as
long as NEPC and its author(s) are credited as the source. For inquiries about commercial use, please
contact NEPC at nepc@colorado.edu.
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Data for virtual schools also indicate that they are performing poorly, a finding that has not
changed either in NEPC’s 10 reports on virtual schools since 2012, or in other national stud-
ies. Even while outcomes are often abysmal, enrollment growth has continued. Dominating
this sector within the public school system are for-profit education management organiza-
tions (EMOs) that operate exceedingly large virtual schools. School districts are becoming
more active in opening virtual schools, but district-run schools have typically been small,
with limited enrollment.

Current Scope and Growth of Full-Time Virtual Schools

A total of 726 full-time virtual schools met selection criteria for the 2021-22 school
year, 249 more than existed in 2019-20, which was the reference year for our previous
report. Between 2019-20 (pre-pandemic) and 2020-21, enrollment in full-time virtu-
al schools nearly doubled, increasing from 332,379 students to 643,930 a year later
(an increase of 331,551 students). Given the rapid increase in enrollment during the
pandemic, it is interesting to note that as the pandemic eased up between 2020-21
and 2021-22 school years, enrollments in full-time virtual schools declined by 65,000
students. This drop in enrollments occurred even though the net number of full-time
virtual schools continued to grow.

One third of all virtual schools are organized as charter schools (33.3%), but together
they accounted for 58.4% of enrollment. Districts created 245 new full-time virtual
schools during the pandemic, while charter schools added only a net of four virtual
schools. The district schools added 160,000 students over the past two years, while
charter schools added 86,000 students.

Virtual schools operated by for-profit EMOs were around two and a half times as large
as other virtual schools. They enrolled an average of 1,483 students. In contrast, those
operated by nonprofit EMOs enrolled an average of 656 students, and independent
virtual schools enrolled an average of 562.

Although for-profit and nonprofit EMOs operated only 32% of full-time virtual schools,
those schools enrolled 52% of all virtual school students.

Student Demographics

Full-time virtual schools have tended to enroll fewer minority students compared
to national public school enrollment. During the pandemic, although most minority
groups increased their numbers in virtual schools, the proportion of Hispanic students
was still eight percentage points lower than national norm.

Virtual schools continue to educate substantially fewer low-income students relative
to national public school enrollment, and this gap increased during the pandemic.

While the population in the nation’s public schools is slightly weighted toward males
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(51.3% males and 48.7% females), the 2021-22 student population in virtual schools
was skewed toward females: 51.9% females and 48.1% males.

Student-Teacher Ratios

The average student-teacher ratio in the nation’s public schools was 14.8 students
per teacher. Virtual schools reported having 1.65 times as many students per teacher

(24.4).

Higher numbers of students per teacher at virtual schools were associated with lower
graduation rates and school performance ratings.

School Performance Findings

Because many states continue to have frozen accountability systems or to have imple-
mented new systems excluding overall school ratings, only 18 of 35 states with virtual
schools had data on school performance available. Still, compared to prior reports,
much more data was available overall. Because the 2021-22 results were relatively in-
complete, we also did a second analysis that considered the school rating for the most
recent year available. We limited this to the last three years and found that the total
number of schools with a rating jumped from 296 to 380.

Overall, many virtual schools continued to receive low performance ratings, with the
proportion of acceptable ratings for virtual schools in 2021-22 dropping to 41.2%.
This is a slight drop from 2019-20 when 42.8% of virtual schools received acceptable
ratings. When we consider schools who had performance ratings from one of the last
three years, we were able to add 40 more schools to our analysis, but the outcome
was similar, with 42.6% of virtual schools receiving an acceptable ratings from their
respective state education agency.

Although the overall performance of virtual schools was poor, the report highlights
some exceptions as well as a few examples of especially poorly performing states.

Four-year graduation rate data were available for 228 full-time virtual schools. The
graduation rate of 65.1% in virtual schools fell far short of the overall average national
graduation rate of 86.5%. Our analysis with 409 virtual schools that had graduation
rate data for at least one of the last three years (most recent year), found a graduation
rate of 61.9%.

District-operated virtual schools reported higher graduation rates than virtual charter
schools (66.7% graduation rate compared with 59.4% for charter virtual schools).
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Recommendations

In light of current evidence that full-time virtual schools continue performing poorly, we
recommend that policymakers:

Require federal and state education agencies to accurately identify and monitor full-
time virtual schools, remedying gaps in information transparency on performance
measures and accountability.

Ensure and enforce sanctions for virtual schools performing inadequately.

Enhance performance accountability mechanisms to inform funding, renewal, nonre-
newal, and revocation decisions.

Establish requirements for reduced student-to-teacher ratios and regular contact be-
tween teachers and online students.

Slow or stop the growth of virtual schools until substantial academic and/or non-ac-
ademic outcomes improve and benefits are comparable with brick-and-mortar public
schools.

Sponsor research on full-time virtual schools. This research also needs to focus on al-
ternative models for full-time virtual schools such as school- or district-run programs,
as well as the promising models for blended learning.

Develop project and grant priorities that document best practices and promising
models for virtual schools, including district efforts born of the pandemic. Promote
cross-sector collaborations and partnerships to strengthen professional development
for teachers and the quality and rigor of students’ online learning experiences.

Convene events with scholars, practitioners, representatives from state and federal
education agencies, and other policymakers to carefully design a model for full-time
virtual schools that can work. Such a model should include finance and oversight
mechanisms ensuring that virtual schools focus on the interests of taxpayers and stu-
dents, not of corporations.
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Introduction

Since 2012, the National Education Policy Center has issued research reports on full-time
virtual schooling at the primary and secondary levels.2 Between 2015 and 2021, full-time
blended learning schools were also included in these reports. In addition to a wide range of
related policy issues, topics covered in this series of reports have included who is enrolling
in virtual schools, what the characteristics of these schools are, and how these schools are
performing. As a national inventory, these reports are intended to track developments and
inform policymakers and education officials about this fast-growing form of school choice.

This section of the report documents a few of the most tumultuous years for primary and
secondary schooling, as this sector was heavily impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. The
section devotes considerable attention to detailing how and where virtual schools expanded
during the pandemic.

Between 2016 and 2020, there was very slow growth in the total number of new virtual
schools opened. During this time, the average enrollment in virtual schools continued to
grow, leading to modest net enrollment increases. The fact that there was any growth at all
prior to the pandemic was surprising, since evidence on outcomes was predominately nega-
tive over the previous decade.

iThe authors wish to recognize Ana Laura Vasquez-Quino for assistance in collecting data from Alaska and
Alabama.
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The COVID-19 pandemic that started affecting primary and secondary schools in the spring
of 2020 ended up having a dramatic impact on the virtual school sector. Enrollments in
full-time virtual schools nearly doubled, and the number of full-time virtual schools that
met our inclusion criteria for our national inventory increased from 477 in 2019-20 to 726
in 2021-22.3 Charter schools accounted for a net increase of only four new virtual schools,
while school districts accounted for 245 new full-time virtual schools. It is important to note
that districts and charter schools around the country were switching to virtual instruction
for extended periods of time during the pandemic. These changes were not permanent, so
these schools did not become classified as full-time virtual schools. Instead, they switched
to virtual instruction when required by education officials, and when possible, they returned
to classroom-based instruction.

This report focuses largely on data for 2021-22, which is the most recent year from which
we could obtain relatively complete data. Trends and comparisons are made with data from
earlier years to provide context. The report details student demographics, key school char-
acteristics, school performance, and sector growth. Research questions include:

* How many full-time virtual schools operate in the U.S.? How many students do they
enroll?

What are the key organizational characteristics of these schools, and who operates
them?

What are the demographic characteristics of students enrolled? How do students en-
rolled in virtual schools differ from those enrolled in brick-and-mortar schools?

How do virtual schools perform in terms of school performance ratings and gradua-
tion rates?

Student demographics reported include grade level, race-ethnicity, sex, and socioeconomic
status (measured by the percentage of students qualifying for free and reduced-price lunch).
Data on school performance includes state-assigned school performance ratings and grad-
uation rates; when possible, comparisons are made with national norms. Also included are
data on student-teacher ratios.

The findings presented in this report are based on publicly available data for the 2021-22
school year. Data came primarily from state education agencies, sometimes supplemented
by information from school and district websites. Data on student demographics and school
characteristics came from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). Please note
that Appendix I-A contains details about methods, data sources, and limitations.

Growth and Current Scope of Full-Time Virtual Schools

An array of education services is delivered online. On one end of the continuum, individual
courses are delivered to students who are otherwise enrolled in brick-and-mortar schools.
The middle terrain includes a wide array of blended programs and schools serving students

http://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/virtual-schools-annual-2023




with a combination of face-to-face and online activities. On the other end of the continuum,
full-time virtual schools provide all instruction online. This report will only focus on full-
time virtual schools. Full-time virtual schools are especially important to track because they
are the fastest growing form of school choice. They are expected to deliver a full education
and are supported with the same or similar funding formula as brick-and-mortar charter
schools in most states.

Although these schools still account for a relatively small portion of the overall school choice
options in the U.S., they constitute a fast-growing enrollment option (as of 2021-22, virtual
schools account for 1.4% of the nation’s public school students). As initial evidence suggests,
the pandemic that struck in spring 2020 resulted in a very large growth in this sector. We
have initial data that indicates that enrollments in full-time virtual schools dropped after
the pandemic, but it is still too early to determine if these schools will revert to enrollment
levels prior to the pandemic.

Virtual schools overlap with two other choice options: homeschooling and charter schools.
For some students, the virtual school experience supplements the homeschool experience.
In addition, 58.4% of virtual school students are enrolled in virtual charter schools, making
them both virtual school students and charter school students. Appendix I-B contains charts
that depict the number of virtual schools and students by state. During the 2021-22 school
year, 35 states had full-time virtual schools that met our criteria for inclusion.#

A total of 726 full-time virtual schools met the selection criteria for the 2021-22 school year,
249 more than existed in 2019-20, which was the reference year for our previous report. Be-
tween 2019-20 (pre-pandemic) and 2020-21, enrollment in full-time virtual schools nearly
doubled, increasing from 332,379 students to 643,930 a year later. In the following year
(between 2020-21 and 2021-22), total enrollments in full-time virtual schools declined by
65,000 students. This drop in enrollments occurred even though the net number of full-
time virtual schools continued to grow with the addition of 74 more virtual schools, which
were largely smaller district virtual schools. In 2019-20, there were 477 virtual schools, and
this increased to 653 in 2020-21 and 726 virtual schools in 2021-22. This sharp decrease in
enrollments can be attributed to the reduced impact of the pandemic and the eagerness for
families to have their children back in brick-and-mortar schools.

Figure 1 illustrates the estimated enrollment growth in full-time virtual students over the
last two decades.5 Figure 1 also illustrates the proportion of students in schools operated by
the two largest for-profit Education Management Organizations (EMOs), Stride/K12 Inc.
and Pearson/Connections. Stride/Ki12 Inc. schools accounted for 23% of all virtual school
enrollments. Pearson/Connections schools accounted for 16% of all enrollments. Overall,
the market share of these two large companies has been decreasing as districts open more
of their own virtual schools. Nevertheless, except for a small decrease between 2020-21 and
2021-22, these two key corporate, for-profit players appear to be consistently growing both
in the number of schools they operate or work with and the number of students they enroll.

Figure 1 fluctuations for these two for-profit EMOs likely reflect shifts in their relation-
ships with schools or, in some cases, masking relationships entirely by using intermediary
nonprofit organizations. For example, these corporations as well as others sometimes shift
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their relationship with schools from “operators” with executive control over the school (i.e.,
EMOs) to “vendors.” As vendors, the private companies provide specific services or prod-
ucts, primarily access to the EMO’s learning platform and curriculum.

As Figure 1 illustrates, there was an extremely large expansion of full-time virtual school
students between the 2019-20 school year and the 2020-21 school year. The COVID-19
pandemic started to impact schools in the spring of 2020, with many schools temporarily
switching to online instruction or offering families the option to attend an online program or
school to finish that school year. Over the summer of 2020, school districts went into action,
and 181 new full-time virtual schools were established, and 64 more were added in 2021.
Most of these were district-operated and, to a lesser extent, charter schools were creating
new virtual schools. We identified more than 70 schools that were previously identified as
blended learning schools that had become full-time virtual schools in 2020 and 2021. The
large for-profit charter virtual school operators did not see the number of their schools
change much, although they did expand their enrollments dramatically as families sought
alternatives to their in-person public schools that either were staying with face-to-face in-
struction or communicated uncertain plans for the 2021-22 school year.

Figure 1. Enrollment Trends in Full-Time Virtual Schools
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Between 2019-20 (pre-pandemic) and 2020-21, enrollment in full-time virtual schools near-
ly doubled, increasing from 332,379 students to 643,930 a year later (an increase of 332,379
students). Given the rapid increase in enrollment during the pandemic, it is interesting to
note that as the pandemic eased up between 2020-21 and 2021-22 school years, enrollments
in full-time virtual schools declined by 65,000 students. This drop in enrollments occurred
even though the net number of full-time virtual schools continued to grow.

Between 2019-20 and 2020-21, Stride/K12 Inc. added nearly 48,000 students, and Pear-
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son/Connections added just over 24,000 students. Of the drop in net enrollments in virtual
schools in 2021-22 mentioned above, Stride/K12 Inc. accounted for a decrease of nearly
10,000 students.

Before the pandemic, districts were adding most to the new pool of full-time virtual schools,
although the district schools tended to be small relative to virtual charter schools (see Ta-
ble 1). During the pandemic, districts had a net increase of 242 additional full-time virtual
schools, although these still tended to be relatively small schools in enrollment. In total,
district virtual schools enrolled an additional 160,000 students during the pandemic, while
charter virtual schools added 86,000 students.

In 2021-22, 484 district virtual schools and 242 charter virtual schools were operating. Dis-
trict schools now account for two thirds of all virtual schools, but their share of enrollments
is only 41.6%; charters account for 58.4%. Both continue to increase average school size.
District average enrollment per school is 498, while charters average 1,396. A possible ex-
planation is that district schools typically serve smaller targeted populations within district
boundaries, while charter virtual schools are more likely to target statewide markets. Anoth-
er possible explanation is that for-profit companies, which prioritize larger school sizes to
maximize profit, rarely operate district virtual schools.

Table 1. Distribution of Virtual Schools and Students Across District and
Charter Sectors, 2021-22

Total Number Average
. Percent of Percent of All
of Schools in All Schools Students Enrollment Enrollment

2021-22 Per School

District 484 66.67% 240,841 41.62% 498

Charter 242 33.33% 337,818 58.38% 1,396

Total for All

9 9
Virtual Schools 72 100.00% 578,659 100.00% 797

Private EMOs operated 32% of all full-time virtual schools, accounting for 52% of enroll-
ment (see Table 2). Nonprofit EMOs gained 1 percent of the market share since 2019-20,
and independent virtual schools (those that have no EMO) increased their market share
in that time period by 11%. Although charter schools were much more likely than district
schools to be operated by a for-profit EMO, 75 district schools were operated by for-profits,
primarily Stride/K12 Inc.

Stride/K12 Inc. remains the largest EMO in this sector; in 2021-22, it operated 78 full-time
virtual schools enrolling 134,525 students, an increase of nearly 38,000 students during the
last two years. Pearson/Connections, the second largest for-profit EMO, operated 46 virtual
schools enrolling 92,102 students, an increase of some 23,000 students since 2019-20. With
six full-time virtual schools, EPIC Charter Schools, largely concentrated in Oklahoma, near-
ly doubled their enrollment to 44,000 students between 2019-20 and 2020-21; the following
year, their enrollment dropped by 15,000 students.
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It is important to note that this report’s data on private operators likely underrepresents
the role of for-profit EMOs. In addition to operating some schools as EMOs, Stride/K12
Inc. and Pearson/Connections also have vendor relationships with scores of others. When
an EMO operates a school, it has executive control of the school, including curriculum and
programs, as well as the hiring of administrators and teachers. In vendor relationships, the
private company typically leases its learning platform and curriculum to the school, which
retains management of all other aspects, including hiring teachers and administrators. In
2018, California adopted legislation that restricted for-profit EMO management of public
schools. However, close examination of management contracts reveal only minor changes in
the terms of the management arrangements and, in many cases, the use of nonprofit inter-
mediary organizations have allowed for-profit EMOs to continue doing business as they did
before the legislation.

Aside from Stride/K12 Inc. and Pearson/Connections, several other for-profit EMOs have
entered the marketplace, although they still remain relatively small. Given the relatively
lucrative circumstances® under which full-time virtual schools can operate, however, it is
likely that still more for-profit EMOs will expand their business models to include full-time
virtual schools growth.

Table 2. Distribution of Virtual Schools and Students by Operator Status, 2021-
22

Total Number Percent of Percent Average
of Schools in Students of All Enrollment
All Schools
2021-22 Enrollment Per School

Independent 494 68.0% 277,593 48.0% 562
Nonprofit EMO 52 7.2% 34,096 5.9% 656
For-profit EMO 24.8% 266,970 46.1% 1,483

Total for All

9 0
Virtual Schools 100.0% 578,659 100.0% 797

Variance in the for-profit sector’s enrollments is great, with some for-profit EMOs operating
schools with more than 10,000 students. The largest school in 2021-22 was Commonwealth
Charter Academy in Pennysvlania with 18,087 students. The Ohio Virtual School, was next
largest with 16,161 students. Pennsylvania and Texas each had two virtual schools with more
than 10,000 students—and one enrolling more than 18,000 students in a single school unit.
Not surpringly, 70% of the full-time virtual schools with more than 5,000 students were
organized as for-profit charter schools.

Nonprofit EMOs operated only 52 virtual schools in 2021-22 and increased enrollments
by 18,000 students since 2019-20. None are very large or control more than a handful of
schools. The largest are Learning Matters Educational Group (seven schools), Idaho Virtual
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Academy (four schools), Compass Charter schools (three schools), and Virtual Education
Services Association (three schools).

Independent virtual schools which have no private EMO also grew in the last two years,
with an addition of 200 schools and an increase of just under 158,000 students. Indepen-
dent virtual schools averaged 562 students, nonprofit EMO-operated schools averaged 656
students, and—in stark contrast—for-profit EMO-operated schools averaged 1,483 students.

Distribution of Virtual Schools by State

A total of 35 states have full-time virtual schools that met our selection criteria. See Appen-
dix I-B with the list of states and charts that illustrate the number of virtual schools by state
and the number of students enrolled in virtual schools. Michigan has the most full-time
virtual schools with 81. Perhaps more relevant is the actual number of students enrolled in
tThese schools. Some states only need a few of these schools that enroll students from all dis-
tricts in the state. California has the most students enrolled in full-time virtual schools, with
just under 60,000. Pennsyvlania is close behind with 57,800 students. States with between
30,000 and 50,000 students include Texas, Arizona, Oklahoma, Ohio, and Michigan.

Analyses Based on NCES Indicators Related to Virtual Instruction

A separate analysis of data from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) was
undertaken to verify the trends in virtual school enrollments observed during the pandemic.
The NCES uses a unique classification of schools to distinguish the extent to which they use
virtual instruction. One category is for exclusively virtual schools which they label “Full-
Virtual.” Next, they identify schools that are primarily virtual but have some supplemental
instruction that occurs face-to-face with teachers in a school building; this is referred to as
“FaceVirtual.” The third category is “SuppVirtual” which refers to schools that are mostly
provide in-person instruction, although they have supplemental learning activities or in-
struction that can take place virtually. The last category is “NotVirtual” which refers to the
largest group of schools in the country, where students receive their full education in brick-
and-mortar school buildings.

The overall number of FullVirtual schools reported by the NCES differs from the number of
schools we classify as full-time virtual. Our dataset has been built and expanded over the
past decade. Each time we update our national inventory of virtual schools, we carefully
vet each school and assign the full-time virtual designation only when schools met our cri-
teria for inclusion (see Appendix I-A for details about our selection criteria and methods).
The NCES relies on reporting from states for their virtual status designations and this data
appears to be unaudited. It is also important to note that the NCES results summarized in
Tables 3 and 4 as well and Figure 2 exclude data from California.”
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Table 3. Number of Public Schools by Virtual School Status (2018-10 to 2021-22)

Total Not Reported
Year Public FullVirtual FaceVirtual SuppVirtual NotVirtual or Missing

Schools % # % # % # % # %

2018 99,911 675 0.7% 386 0.4% 7,503 7.5% 91,004 91.1% 343 0.3%
2019 99,624 691 0.7% 381 0.4% 8,333 8.4% 79,825 80.1% 10,394 10.4%
2020 99,763 818 0.8% 554 0.6% 23,363 24.4% 49,156 49.3% 24,872 24.9%

2021 100,425 1,093 1.1% 332 0.3% 16,834 16.8% 62,707 62.4% 19,459 19.4%

Table 3 outlines the number of schools in the U.S. (excluding California) according to their
NCES-designated virtual school status, and Table 4 provides a similar breakout for the num-
ber of students enrolled. The figures show an increase from 691 FullVirtual schools in 2019-
20 growing rapidly to 1,093 in 2021-22. Table 4 contains enrollment data broken out by
NCES virtual codes. As can be seen, student enrollment in FullVirtual schools nearly dou-
bled during the pandemic (2019-20 to 2021-22); this finding mirrors what we found in our
dataset.

Table 4. Number of Students by Virtual School Status (2018-2021)

Total Not Reported or
Public FullVirtual FaceVirtual SuppVirtual NotVirtual Missing

Students* # % # % # % # % # %

50,751,092 289,624 0.6% 126,735 0.2% 4,236,824 8.3% 46,082,166 90.8% 15,743 0.0%
50,833,994 293,717 0.6% 142,378 0.3% 4,638,209 9.1% 39,756,919 78.2% 6,002,771  11.8%

49,057,632 593,778 1.2% 247,661 0.5% 11,040,890 24.3% 22,406,541 45.7% 28.3%

13,868,762

49,446,928 566,344 1.1% 106,219 0.2% 8,273,507 16.7% 29,238,797 59.1% 11,262,061 22.8%

*Includes all public primary and secondary school students in the U.S., excluding California.
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Figure 2. Shift Away From “NotVirtual” Schools During Pandemic (Percentage
of All Public Schools in the U.S., Excluding California)
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Figure 2 illustrates enrollment trends based on the NCES virtual codes. While the growth in
full-time virtual schools is quite large, as a percentage of all public schools in the country the
expansion of virtual schools was hardly noticeable. What is striking from the results in Fig-
ure 2 is that the percentage of schools classified as “NotVirtual” dropped from just over 90%
in 2018-19 to 45.7% in 2020-21, and then came back up to 59.1 in 2021-22. Most of the shift
away from the “NotVirtual” schools was a shift to schools using virtual means to supplement
their instruction. Also, the number of schools in the country that either did not report their
school’s “virtual status” or had missing data on this variable increased dramatically, with
11% in 2019-20, racing up to 28.3% in 2020-21 and 22.8% in 2021-22. The data on schools
either having missing data or not reporting their virtual status speaks to the chaos that af-
fected primary and secondary schools across the country during the pandemic.

Student Demographics

Data on demographics came primarily from state education agencies and the National Cen-
ter for Education Statistics for the 2021-22 school year.

Race-Ethnicity

Data on race/ethnicity was available for 726 virtual schools. In prior years, the proportion
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of minority students in virtual schools had slowly increased by a few percentage points each
year. Over the last two years, however, there was a 6% increase in the proportion of Black
students, a 4% increase in the proportion of Hispanic students, and a 2% increase in the
proportion of Asian students. While the number of students in all racial groups increased
during the pandemic, the proportion of White students relative to the overall enrollments
in virtual schools dropped by 6%, and the proportion of Native Americans dropped by 1%.

The proportion of virtual school students who were White-Non-Hispanic was 45.2%, which
is identical to the national norm (see Figure 3). Hispanic and Asian children were underrep-
resented relative to the national public school population, while other race/ethnicity groups
are relatively similar.

Figure 3. Race/Ethnicity of Students in Virtual Schools Compared with
National Averages, 2021-22
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Free and Reduced-Price Lunch

As illustrated in Figure 4, data on students qualifying for free or reduced-price lunch (FRL)
was available for 474 virtual schools. Among students in those schools, 25.6% met FRL
requirements—34.6 percentage points lower than the national average of 60.2%. Char-
ter schools had a much lower percentage (22.6%) than districts (29.8%); for-profits had a
slightly higher percentage (23.4%) than nonprofits (19.4%).

Before the pandemic the proportion of students qualifying for free or reduced-price lunch
in full-time virtual schools was only slightly lower than the national average. With the rapid
expansion of new virtual schools and near doubling of enrollment during the pandemic, we
can now see signs that lower-income students who qualify for free and reduced-price lunch
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were much less likely to switch to a virtual school. This drop in the proportion of virtual
school students qualifying for FRL occurred across all categories outlined in Figure 3.

Figure 4. Students Qualifying for Free and Reduced-Priced Lunch, 2021-22
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Sex

While the population in the nation’s public schools is slightly weighted toward males (51.3%
males and 48.7% females), the 2021-22 student population in virtual schools (726 schools
with data) was skewed toward females: 51.9% females and 48.1% males. That gap of 3.8
percentage points is actually lower than pre-pandemic in virtual schools when females com-
prised 53.4% of all virtual school students. These ratios remained largely the same across
different types of virtual schools, although females were slightly more prevalent in charter
schools than district schools.

Enrollment by Grade Level

To illustrate the distribution of students in virtual schools as accurately as possible, Figure
5 details actual student enrollment by grade for 2021-22; comparisons were based on na-
tional averages. A disproportionate number of virtual school students were in high school or
upper secondary level, in contrast to the national picture where a relatively stable cohort of
students was generally distributed evenly across grades, with a gradual drop from grades 9
to 12. This finding is a bit surprising because the lower cost of educating at the primary and
lower secondary level has made those options more popular in brick-and-mortar charters,
while in general, virtual schools more often serve upper secondary level options.

District-operated virtual schools served more students at the upper secondary level than
charter schools. For-profit EMOs, unlike nonprofit EMOs and independent schools, served
comparatively fewer upper-level students. And most of the for-profit EMOs also showed
a steep enrollment drop after Grade 9. In contrast, many district-operated virtual schools
serve only students in Grades 11 and 12, since these schools were originally based on credit
recovery programs. It was noteworthy that for-profit-operated virtual schools had a more
pronounced drop-off in enrollments after grade 10. This decline in the for-profit grade co-
horts may be related to their lower graduation rates.

http://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/virtual-schools-annual-2023




During the last two years, which overlap with the COVID-19 pandemic, it is possible to see
that enrollments in virtual schools closed a few percentage points between the lower ele-
mentary grades and the upper secondary grades.

Figure 5. Enrollment by Grade Level for Virtual Schools and U.S., 2021-22
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Student-Teacher Ratios

Far more schools reported demographic data for their students than reported student-teach-
er ratios or metrics that allowed for calculating them. However, several states did report
data on student-teacher ratios at the school level, allowing us to calculate means for them
by using 2021-22 enrollment as a weight. Table 5 contains key indicators related to stu-
dent-teacher ratios in full-time virtual schools. While the average ratio was approximately
14.8 students per teacher in the nation’s public schools, virtual schools reported 24.4 stu-
dents per teacher. Even so, this represents a reduction since our previous report, when vir-
tual schools had 27 students per teacher on average.

Table 5. Student-Teacher Ratios in Virtual Schools, 2021-22

Number of Schools Mean Students Standard
with Data per Teacher Deviation

All Virtual Schools 577 24.4 47.0

Independent 393 21.9 47.4
Nonprofit 34 24.9 31.8
For-Profit 27.4 49.1

District 22.9 50.1

Charter 25.5 40.9

National Average® 14.8
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Over the past two years, district-run virtual schools have expanded the most, resulting in a
reduced student-teacher ratio in the district virtual schools (this figure dropped from 27.7
students per teacher in 2019-20 to 22.9 in 2021-22). The likely explanation for this drop in
student-to-teacher ratio in district virtual schools is that these schools are less likely to be
operated by for-profit EMOs, and they are less likely to use asynchronous student self-guid-
ed instruction. Charter schools had a higher student-teacher ratio with 25.5 students per
teacher. Among virtual schools, independents had a somewhat lower average student-teach-
er ratio (21.9) than nonprofits (24.9) and for-profits (27.4). The Standard Deviation (SD) for
all groups is very large, which indicates considerable variations across schools within each
of the categories we designated.

Overall, student-teacher ratios in virtual schools continue to improve but still lag well be-
hind the national average of 14.8 students. This has implications for school performance,
which is examined in the next section.

Generally, poor student-teacher ratios will likely continue to perpetuate poor performance
indicators in virtual schools. In most states, the funding formula for virtual schools is based
on the funding model for brick-and-mortar charter schools. Virtual schools have obvious cost
advantages relative to brick-and-mortar schools (consider for example, facilities, transpor-
tation, sports, extracurricular activities, etc.). Given these cost advantages, virtual schools
should be able to afford more teachers and more support for students to ensure they learn
and develop. As evidence in the next section indicates, the students in virtual schools need
more support and instruction, because these schools continue a long and consistent record
of very poor performance.

School Performance Findings

This section reviews overall school report card ratings and on-time graduation rates. Gen-
eral findings and trends are presented and discussed here, while detailed findings by state
appear in Appendix I-C.

Evidence on the performance of virtual schools as measured by school- or student-specific
outcomes has been consistently negative ever since data on the outcomes for these schools
have been summarized and reported. The first decade of the new millennium provided little
research into full-time virtual school student achievement at the K-12 level, although the
results were universally negative and indicated that students in virtual schools were learn-
ing less and falling behind. A review of early evidence on the performance of virtual schools
is available in Miron and Urschel (2012)%. Research over the past dozen years, particularly
the national reports released by NEPC, has verified that the performance of full-time virtual
schools lags far behind, and the results are consistent from year to year with only occasional
signs of small improvements. The findings in this report confirm what has long been appar-
ent; the performance of full-time virtual schools is dramatically subpar.

http://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/virtual-schools-annual-2023




Methodology

State education agencies provide a metric for school performance when they assign school
performance ratings, typically on school report cards. We focus only on school report cards
or state-assigned school performance measures, because they provide a more holistic pic-
ture compared with aggregate scores on state assessments.. A second and more compel-
ling reason is that over the last five years, many states introduced new tests aligned with
college- and career-ready standards, while others changed their cut scores or expectations
for “proficiency,” or they adopted a new scoring scale. When states took such actions, test
results were no longer comparable over time. Moreover, some states now report limited or
no school performance data from state assessments.

Gaps in reporting of school performance ratings are due to several factors. Due to the cur-
rent flux in accountability systems resulting from new requirements under the 2015 Every
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) and from flexibility waivers and extensions granted under the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), a number of states have suspended their
accountability systems as they finalize new formats and transition to new standards and
state tests. Several states offer some school report card data but are not currently assigning
an overall performance rating; others have no current school report card data and offer no
explanation. Another reason is that waivers granted by states during the COVID-19 pandem-
ic resulted in no school performance measures being reported or released. As a result, school
performance ratings for virtual schools were available for only 18 of the 35 states included
in this report.

State School Performance Ratings

Current report card data is comparable to our last report, although it still suffers from the
same limitation: a lack of available data for all states. Further, some states also lack details
about what measures or indicators are used to determine school performance. While annual
school report cards and school performance ratings often include multiple measures varying
from state to state, they tend to include student performance in math and English/language
arts, graduation rates, and achievement gaps. Increasingly, some states’ measures also in-
clude performance in science and social studies; percentage of students taking advanced
coursework like Advanced Placement (AP), International Baccalaureate (IB), and dual-cred-
it courses; performance growth; college and career readiness; attendance; staff retention;
student and parent satisfaction; and/or ACT/SAT scores. But even as the type, number, and
weighting of such indicators in formulas to determine overall school performance ratings
vary across states, such ratings do reflect an individual state’s educational values. Therefore,
they reasonably represent an individual school’s performance relevant to state expectations.

For the purposes of this report, a coding system was used to aggregate ratings across the 18
states with school performance data. Each received one of two possible ratings: “academi-
cally acceptable” or “academically unacceptable.” An acceptable rating means the school is,
generally speaking, meeting at least the minimum requirements of that state’s performance
expectations; unacceptable would be the opposite in that these performance expectations are
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not being met. Due to the impacts of COVID-19, many states opted not to offer summative
performance ratings for the 2021-22 school year. These include Alaska, California, Florida,
Georgia, Idaho, Indiana, Kansas, Kentucky, Massachusettes, Maine, Minnesota, Montana,
Nebraska, New Hampshire, New Mexico, Nevada, and Ohio.

When states did include overall ratings, state agencies may have provided guidance about
how to interpret them. We also sought to interpret state ratings based on guidelines from
the Every Student Succeds Act (ESEA).™ It is important to note that states’ respective stan-
dards and expectations vary, with some states setting high standards and others being more
lenient. In Texas, for example, schools are given a letter grade from A to F based on school
performance measures. Guidance from the state education agency indicates that schools
that receive a grade from A to D have acceptable performace, and only schools with an F are
considered not be meeting expectations.

School performance ratings for virtual schools were available for only a portion of the states
included in this year’s report, either for reasons noted above or because state ratings for
2021-2022 had not been released in time for this report’s publication. Of the 726 virtual
schools included in this inventory, only 296 had school performance ratings assigned by
their respective state education agency in 2021-22. That means a full 430 schools did not
have a school performance rating assigned, and most of these schools were located in states
that simply did not report this outcome data in 2021-22. If we consider only states that did
report data, there were 114 schools that we should have expected to have a performance rat-
ing but for some unexplained reason, they did not.

Because the 2021-22 results were relatively incomplete, we also did a second analysis that
considered the school rating for the most recent year available. We limited this to the last
three years and found that the total number of schools with a rating jumped from 296 to
380. Generally, as we expanded the analyses to include more virtual schools, the results be-
came more negative for virtual schools. Table 6 highlights key results in terms of school per-
formance ratings for 2021-22 and for the most recent year that schools had data available.

Overall school performance ratings for 2021-22 are based on report cards. Performance rat-
ings were potentially available for half of the full-time virtual schools. Fewer virtual schools
received acceptable state ratings for 2021-22 compared to 2019-20, with the percentage
for virtual schools dropping slightly from 42.8% to 41.2%. Of the 74 for-profit EMO virtual
schools rated, 43.2% were found acceptable. Nonprofit EMO virtual schools had few schools
with a rating but 88.9% had acceptable ratings. Independent virtual schools had 213 schools
and 38.5% of these had acceptable ratings (see Table 6).
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Table 6. Percentage of Virtual Schools with Acceptable School Performance
Ratings, 2021-22 and Most Recent Year of Data

2021-22 Most Recent Year

Acceptable Unacceptable Acceptable Unacceptable

N Percent N Percent N Percent N Percent

All Full-Time Virtual 122 41.2% 174  58.8% 162 42.6% 218 57.4%

Independent 82 38.5% 131 61.5% 112 42.6% 151 57.4%
Nonprofit 8 88.9% 1 11.1% 12 80.0% 3 20.0%
For-Profit 20! 43.2% 42 56.8% 38 37.3% 64 62.7%

Charter 44 52.4% 40 47.6% 57 47.9% 62 52.1%
District 78 36.8% 134 58.8% 105 40.2% 156 59.8%

Note. The total number of virtual schools with ratings in 2021-22 was 296. The total number of schools that had
at least one performance rating in the last three years was 380.

While the left-hand columns in Table 6 contain findings from 2021-22, we also tallied ratings
based on the most recent year in which there was a performance rating (see the right-hand
side of Table 6). That means that if a school did not have a performance rating in 2021-22,
we included the rating from the most recent year prior to 2021-22. This approach allowed us
to gather performance ratings on twice as many schools.

Graduation Rates

Four-year graduation rates were obtained from state sources and checked to ensure a com-
mon measurement standard of students graduating from high school within four years after
entering ninth grade. Percentages include all types of diplomas, brick-and-mortar and oth-
erwise, although states may specify different rates for different types of diplomas.

Some states did not issue report cards due to the coronavirus pandemic and did not have
graduation data available for 2021-22. In states with available graduation rates, some
schools’ rates were masked because of low enrollment; other relatively new schools may not
have had a complete 9-12 student cohort. And, of course, many schools served only grades
below the high school level. Of the 726 virtual schools in the inventory, information on grad-
uation rates was available in 2021-22 for a third of the schools. In order to sample a larger
number of schools, we also created a variable for the most recent year with graduation rate
data. If schools did not have graduation rate data in 2021-22, then we included the most
recent graduation rate data available going back as far as 2019-20. This analysis allowed us
to obtain an indicator from an additional 181 virtual schools. Table 7 includes data for both
2021-22 and the most recent year for which graduation rate was available.

As Table 7 illustrates, on-time graduation rates of 65.1% for 2021-22 (N=228) and 61.9% for
most recent year available (N=409) are noticeably lower than the national average of 86.5%.
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Nevertheless, virtual schools have experienced improvements of close to five percentage
points since 2019-20. M “uch of this improvement appears to be connected with the net ad-
dition of 242 additional district virtual schools in the last two years.

Table 7. Four-Year Graduation Rates, 2021-22

2021-22 Most Recent Year

Number of . Number of .
. Graduation . Graduation
Schools with Schools with
Rate Rate
Data Data
All Virtual Schools 228 65.1% 409 61.9%
Independent Virtual 165 67.1% 266 62.4%

Nonprofit Virtual 10 55.4% 32 55.4%

For-Profit Virtual 53 64.4% 111 62.2%
District Virtual 68.8% 66.7%
Charter Virtual 76 61.4% 59.4%

National Average" 86.5% 86.5%

Despite modest improvement in recent years, 2021-22 graduation rates across all subgroups
of virtual schools are poor compared to the 86.5% national average. District-operated schools
reported higher graduation rates than charter schools for virtual (68.8% graduation rate
compared with 61.4% for charter virtual schools). Independently managed virtual schools
performed slightly better than virtual schools with a private EMO. Rates in for-profit and
nonprofit virtual schools for 2021-22 were 64.4% and 55.4%, respectively.

Recommendations

Full-time virtual schools as they are currently designed do not show promise. Findings in
this report reconfirm what we have seen since 2012; the overall performance of full-time vir-
tual schools remains poor with little substantive improvement evident over time. Moreover,
their continued expansion undermines the overall education system in two ways. First, most
students who choose these schools fare poorly in terms of measurable learning. And second,
the reforms redirect an increasing portion of the public resources away from brick-and-mor-
tar schools that perform better.

The prevalent model used today for virtual schools was established by the large for-prof-
it EMOs. This corporate model has generally been adapted by other providers, including
some districts. This model does not work. It is failing our children and siphoning off limited
taxpayer resources for education. It is time for policymakers to engage and support a com-
prehensive redesign of full-time virtual schools. Developing a new model for virtual schools
needs to be based on evidence and involve input from scholars and practitioners who were
not at the table when the dominant model was created. If policymakers are willing to engage
and support redesign of these schools, it is possible that the future for virtual schooling may
be more promising.
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The COVID-19 pandemic had a substantial and negative impact on primary and secondary
schools across the nation. This study documents not only a large shift toward full-time vir-
tual schools between the 2019-20 and 2020-21 school years, but also a shift in brick-and-
mortar schools using more virtual instruction to supplement classroom-based instruction
and to provide an alternative means of delivering instruction during the most challenging
months of the pandemic. Early signs are that many families are returning to brick-and-
mortar schools from the full-time virtual schools they chose during the pandemic. Howev-
er, work, shopping, and social engagement changed during the pandemic, and so too has
schooling. An often-heard expression related to the impact of the pandemic is, “There is no
going back to normal”; instead we need to recognize how things have changed and consider
a new normal. While this report has focused largely on full-time virtual schools, it is import-
ant that changes in brick-and-mortar schools are followed. New research and evaluations
need to examine districts’ efforts to use virtual instruction to supplement classroom-based
instruction.

In light of current evidence that full-time virtual schools continue performing poorly, we
recommend that policymakers:

* Require federal and state education agencies to accurately identify and monitor full-
time virtual schools, remedying gaps in information transparency on performance
measures and accountability.

Ensure and enforce sanctions for virtual schools performing inadequately.

Enhance performance accountability mechanisms to inform funding, renewal, nonre-
newal, and revocation decisions.

Establish requirements for reduced student-to-teacher ratios and regular contact be-
tween teachers and online students.

Slow or stop the growth of virtual schools until substantial academic and/or non-ac-
ademic outcomes improve and benefits are comparable with brick-and-mortar public
schools.

Sponsor research on full-time virtual schools. This research also needs to focus on
alternative models for full-time virtual schools, such as school- or district-run pro-
grams, as well as the promising models for blended learning.

Develop project and grant priorities that document best practices and promising
models for virtual schools, including district efforts born of the pandemic. Promote
cross-sector collaborations and partnerships to strengthen professional development
for teachers and the quality and rigor of students’ online learning experiences.

Convene events with scholars, practitioners, representatives from state and federal
education agencies, and other policymakers to carefully design a model for full-time
virtual schools that can work. Such a model should include finance and oversight
mechanisms ensuring that virtual schools focus on the interests of taxpayers and stu-
dents, not of corporations.
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