
Virtual school engages students 
in real-world learning through 
online CTE classes
Metro Nashville Public Schools (MNPS) Virtual School

Overview
The five Characteristics of an MNPS Graduate, developed by the Metro 
Nashville Public Schools (MNPS), include having a postsecondary plan, 
meeting minimum scores on the ACT or SAT, gaining work or service 
experience, earning college credit or a national certification, and completing 
at least one online course before graduation. MNPS began developing the 
infrastructure to support its online course goal in 2010 when it created 
The Virtual Learning Program to coordinate online courses throughout the 
district. When the Tennessee Public Virtual Schools Act was passed in 2011, 
allowing for the creation of stand-alone virtual schools, the district launched 
the state’s first virtual school, MNPS Virtual School.
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Challenge
MNPS Virtual School strives to provide an individualized, 
dynamic, and empowering virtual learning experience while 
developing graduates who are college-, career-, and community-
ready. To that end, James V. Witty, executive principal, decided 
to introduce a Business and Marketing Academy in 2013 to give 
students exposure to future career opportunities. But when 
the staff looked for an online curriculum to support the career 
academy, “one of the things that we encountered,” Witty said, 
“was that for a lot of the career and technical education (CTE) 
courses that we needed for our business academy, there just 
weren’t a lot of options out there.”

Solution
Witty heard about Connections Learning®, a set of online   
courses and services now part of the Pearson Connexus™ 
suite of offerings, through MNPS’s partnership with Pearson. 
Connections Learning’s portfolio of business management, CTE, 
and technology courses offered the variety and depth of content 
that he sought for the career academy. Connections Learning 
also offered an impressive array of Advanced Placement (AP®) 
course options, so the virtual school decided to pilot twelve of its 
CTE and AP courses.

To implement the new virtual learning curriculum, administrators 
and faculty had to adjust to Connections Learning’s grade-book 
functionality as well as solve some data set-up challenges at the 
beginning of the term. In addition, both faculty and students had 
to learn how to use Connexus®, the new learning management 
system (LMS).

Students needing support were encouraged to visit MNPS Virtual 
School’s Student Center. Open Monday through Thursday, the 
center provides Internet connectivity, printers, and face-to-face 
academic and technical support.
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City/State 

Nashville, Tennessee 

School Type

Public virtual school

District Enrollment

85,000 students

School Enrollment 

140 full-time students 

1,173 part-time students      

Grades 

7–12

Ethnicity

67% Caucasian

25% African American

5% Hispanic

3% Asian

PROFILE



Staff attended training to further increase their understanding of 
the virtual learning platform and, over time, users have become 
accustomed to the new system. Witty credits Connections Learning’s 
help desk with easing the transition. “The help desk has been 
extremely easy to work with and very quick,” he explained. “They are 
phenomenal.”

Results
During the 2014–2015 academic year, the Connections Learning 
courses accounted for 13 percent of the school’s seats served. The 
most popular Connections Learning courses were Introduction to 
Entrepreneurship, Introduction to Marketing, AP Psychology, and AP 
English Language and Composition.

Witty was impressed with how the CTE courses integrate real-world, 
project-based learning into the curriculum. In the entrepreneurship 
course, for example, students apply the concepts that they learn by 
creating a business plan.

Scott Merrick, virtualization engineer, was pleased with the rigor of 
the curriculum. “One of the things we had to overcome as an early 
virtual school was the notion that it’s easier than going to school 
every day,” he explained. But students and parents have told him 
that the Connections Learning courses are challenging and good 
preparation for college.
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“I’ve been impressed
with the integration
of real-world and
project-based learning
into the design of the
Connections courses.

—James V. Witty, Executive Principal

“I always hear from
our v-teachers and
from parents that the
challenge that all 
of these courses 
offer is really good 
preparation for the 
college experience.

—Scott Merrick, Virtualization Engineer



One 10th-grade student remarked, “The courses were structured 
very well, and I liked that they provided a calendar with due dates on 
it. They were very informative and were easy to navigate. I feel like I 
learned a lot from them that will help me prepare for college.”

MNPS Virtual School plans to continue using Connections Learning 
in 2015-2016, extending its course offerings to include Business  
Information Technology, AP English Literature and Composition, and 
Japanese. Expanding, the school will include lower grades and will use 
Connections Learning for its 5th-grade courses. The virtual school 
will also pilot using Connections Learning virtual teachers rather than 
district teachers for select classes.

“I liked taking my
business classes
through Connexus
because the layout was 
easy to understand 
and I could work at an
advanced pace. The 
articles had a good 
amount of information, 
and they taught me a 
lot of things I will need 
to know now that I am
making my own living.

—May 2015 MNPS Virtual  
 School graduate

To learn how a digital learning solution can help your  
students succeed, visit pearsoned.com/transforming-learning
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Learning 
makes
us Learning is a journey of discovery, challenge,  

and wonder. Along the way, we are transformed. 

www.pearsoned.com/transforming-learning

