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Bristol Tennessee City Schools (BTCS) is a district using a 
technology-enriched learning model and Open Educational 
Resources to support school improvement as well as 
college and career readiness in eastern Tennessee. 
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Bristol Tennessee City Schools (BTCS) serves approximately 4,000 
students in northeastern Tennessee. Bristol City itself straddles 
the Tennessee/Virginia state line. The city is located in Sullivan 
County, which is bracketed by the Blue Ridge Mountains to the 
east and the Appalachians to the west. While it is considered 
part of the Tri-Cities Metropolitan Statistical Area, the district also 
serves students from well outside the city center. Another claim to 
fame is the Bristol Motor Speedway; the venue has been hosting 
NASCAR events since the early 1960’s and draws thousands of 
fans to the area both in and out of racing season. 

Bristol has a median household income of approximately $35,800, almost $10,000 below the Tennessee 
state average and $20,000 below the national average.1 According to the same data, nearly 1 in 5 
households in Bristol rely on some type of public assistance. BTCS’s free and reduced lunch rate is 53%, 
which is five percentage points above the national average of 48%.2 In addition, the district has four Title I 
schools with higher free and reduced price lunch rates higher than the district average. The BTCS student 
body is primarily White or Caucasian (89.4%), with African-American and Hispanic students both represented 
at 3-4% each. Multiracial and Asian students make up the remaining 3% of the student population. 

Journey to Personalized Learning
Bristol Tennessee City School district serves a wide range of students, some who live close to the city center 
and others from much further away. As such, BTCS students were experiencing a widely divergent exposure 
to technology, as the ability to afford both devices and consistent Internet service varied greatly. Under the 
direction of Superintendent Dr. Gary Lilly, Bristol Tennessee City Schools determined to provide all students 
with a high-quality, equitable educational experience, one that included technology as a way to prepare 
them for both college and career. 

The district’s first attempt at providing technology to all students began in the 2011–2012 school year as the 
district launched a pilot Bring Your Own Device (BYOD) project. BYOD proved to be more difficult in practice 
than the district anticipated, for multiple reasons. For one, both students and staff exhibited various levels of 
comfort with the enterprise. BYOD was also hard to manage in terms of infrastructure, as not all educational 
tools worked equally well on all devices. In short, the pilot program seemed to exacerbate the very issues of 
equity that Bristol Tennessee City Schools was initially hoping to solve. 

1  Town Charts Think Tank. Sullivan County, Tennessee. Retrieved from http://www.towncharts.com/Tennessee/Economy/Sullivan-County-TN-
Economy-data.html.

2  US Department of Education, Office of Educational Technology. Stories of EdTech Innovation: Bristol Tennessee City Schools. Retrieved from https://
tech.ed.gov/stories/bristol/
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Bristol Tennessee City Schools (cont.)

However, even with the initial setback, the district remained committed to the vision of a more equal, 
accessible learning model for its students. Rather than abandoning the project, school and district leaders 
spent several years researching other technology integrations, conducting site visits at successful schools 
they hoped to learn from and emulate, and doing some flat-out “soul-searching” as they planned their next 
steps towards a more personalized learning experience for all students. 

Focus on Vance Middle School
In 2014, after planning, preparation, and a careful communication strategy to help the community understand 
the initiative, Bristol embarked on their new “digital conversion.” This time, the district took a different 
approach. Rather than roll out the “digital conversion” district-wide, they decided to focus on just one school: 
Vance Middle School. The device strategy planned for a deliberate rollout over time, to build on the most 
experienced school leadership and allow some schools to learn from the findings of the first movers. “We 
rolled the devices out deliberately over time, said Dr. Lilly, “first at the middle school level where there was 
experienced leadership in place, then at the high school and finally at the elementary school level.”3

At the start of the project, the school was on Tennessee’s Focus Schools list, a designation for schools with 
the largest achievement gaps between economically disadvantaged and non-economically disadvantaged 
students. In order to close that gap, Vance Middle School would need to dramatically change the state of 
both teaching and learning; for this reason, it also became the first school in BTCS to provide a laptop for 
designated use every day to every child. 

Personalized learning has now become an integral part of students’ learning at Vance Middle School. In a 
school with large relatively large class sizes (25–30 students), teachers found that the dedicated device use 
allowed them to recover time that used to be spent on whole-group instruction or lecture and to reallocate 
that time in working more closely with individual students. The school invested in a Learning Management 
System that, in collaboration with their Student Information System and use of the features embedded 
in Microsoft Office Suite, allows them to share activities and resources more readily with students and to 
communicate more clearly about student grades, progress, and mastery levels with families. Finally, the 
school used the devices to support an increased focus on project-based learning and to embed STEM 
principles into the curriculum across all core content areas. 

The school leadership at VMS recognized the need for adjusting their professional development practices 
to mirror the kinds of personalization they expected from their staff. As Principal Dr. Amy Scott stated, 
“Over the years, we have realized that we cannot expect all students to learn all skills at the same time. 
However in the past, we have expected this from our teachers.”4 Among the changes that they made in the 
delivery of professional learning was the school’s use of OneNote to create on-demand learning modules 
so that teachers had access to the information and resources they needed at the time that they needed 
it. In addition to working to create resources for teacher in-house, Vance invited outside experts into the 
classrooms as well. VMS leadership partnered with professors from a nearby university as well as a team 
from the successful Mooresville Graded School District in North Carolina, which observed personalized 
lessons and provided feedback to both teachers and administrators. 

3  Interview with Dr. Gary Lilly, 10/31/2017. 

4  Partnership for 21st Century Learning. Exemplar Series: Vance Middle School. 2016. Retrieved from: http://www.p21.org/exemplar-program-case-
studies/2008-vance-middle-school
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The school is now in its 4th consecutive year of its digital 1:1 program and has seen a rise in student 
achievement. After the implementation of their personalized learning program, Vance Middle School closed 
their achievement gap between socioeconomic groups within their student body enough to exit the state’s 
Focus Schools list two years early. 

Districtwide Digital Conversion
As of school year 2017–18, the district has gone 1:1 in grades 3 through 12, issuing Dell laptop computers to 
all students in these grade levels. As in many 1:1 schools and districts, the level of technology use to facilitate 
the learning experience and the level of independence allowed to students in their learning increases as 
they move through the grades. In grades 4–12, students are able to take home their school-issued laptops; in 
3rd grade, students have a designated devices, but do not take them home for use off-campus. At the early 
elementary level (grades K–2), technology use is largely at a station rotation level, allowing teachers to work 
closely with individuals and small groups of students to more closely tailor instruction. 

A focus on teacher support
One of the biggest lessons learned from the success at Vance Middle School was the importance of 
teacher support during the conversion. While many districts focus on supporting the students during a shift 
to 1:1, Bristol Tennessee City Schools focused very intentionally on how they supported their teachers as 
well. One of their first steps was to create the position of Instructional Technologist to support VMS. This 
person worked directly with teachers on different content-area applications as an entry point to greater 
personalization of learning. Teachers received their technology and additional training six months in advance 
of their students, so they had time to test, learn, and plan for this new way of teaching. The device rollout 
coincided to a large degree with the adoption of the Common Core State Standards, so teachers were able 
to integrate the technology into their new curriculum goals and learning objectives from the start. “We were 
very deliberate in how we asked teachers to implement; it is imperative that the school and district leaders 
are motivated and understand how to lead change in order for us to succeed,” stated Dr. Lilly. 

The district also built systems that enabled teachers to learn from each other as they found ways to integrate 
technology into their classrooms. “We used the middle school as a learning lab for other teachers and 
allowed flex time for teachers from other schools to come and observe what was happening there,” said Dr. 
Lilly. The district also transitioned their academic instructional coaches into personalized learning experts 
who could support teachers with implementation in the classroom. Bristol City also opened up the schools 
to their community to build consensus and understanding about their personalized learning focus; holding 
open house days and learning expo days for parents and families to come and see the initiative in action. 

Last year, the district also began to create a cohort of Teacher Leaders, a group of classroom teachers 
selected through an application process. The group contains of teachers from each major content area at 
the elementary, upper elementary, middle school, and high school levels. Members of this Teacher Leader 
network receive a stipend; in turn, they commit to additional time dedicated to acting as on-the-ground 
instructional technology support for their colleagues. These teachers also share and train others on content 
resources in their areas of expertise. 

Going Open in Bristol
The district’s pilot school, Vance Middle School, now serves as an ambassador to the national #GoOpen 
program, which promotes free and open access to educational resources. Their participation as a #GoOpen 
school allows VMS to help others on their own learning journeys. The district as a whole has also adopted 
a stance of using Open Educational Resources (OER) wherever possible, a move that both aligns with 

Bristol Tennessee City Schools (cont.)



SCHOOL  
PROFILE

digitallearningcollab.com     4

their educational philosophy of equity in education, but which also makes solid financial sense. In funding 
the district’s “digital conversion,” BTCS tapped into funds that were traditionally used for the purchase of 
textbooks. They have managed to offset some of those costs through use of OER, particularly through the 
CK–12 Foundation. According to Dr. Lilly, CK–12 OER use in Bristol supports teacher empowerment and 
deeper personalization; teachers are able to quickly find and curate high-quality instructional materials. In 
addition, the district is able to save monies which helps them offset device purchase and maintenance costs. 
Additional benefits of OER use became clear when the district worked to develop their first digital textbook. 

Meaningful Math via Flexbook
When a shift in Tennessee’s math standards allowed districts the option to begin offering integrated 
mathematics courses at the high school level, Bristol found itself with an opportunity to truly leverage the 
lessons learned from their “digital conversion” initiative. Bristol’s math teachers felt strongly that integrated 
math, in which topics and strands from across the standards are taught in connection with one another from 
one year to the next, instead of teaching geometry or algebra in isolation, better served their students. Most 
traditional textbooks, however, address each math discipline separately and due to the focus on 1:1, district 
resources were already stretched thin. The teachers needed a resource that would help them pilot this 
new approach to instruction, yet wanted a format that was flexible enough to change in response to their 
students’ needs and as their own expertise grew. 

To meet this need, the district partnered with the Niswonger Foundation, an organization which works 
with schools in rural eastern Tennessee to support rigorous, 21st-century aligned education. The early 
team consisted of the Foundation’s Director of Programs, the district’s Curriculum Supervisor, district math 
teachers, and curriculum specialists; a professor from East Tennessee State University vetted each chapter to 
ensure consistency and sound math pedagogy throughout.5 The result was an Integrated Math “Flexbook,” 
a digital textbook available as an Open Educational Resource to Bristol City teachers as well as others 
throughout Tennessee. In the first year of use, Bristol City ranked first in the state for integrated math scores. 

Program Results and Looking Forward 
Since implementing their “digital conversion,” Bristol Tennessee City Schools has seen an increase in 
student achievement across several data points. More students are graduating than prior to the program’s 
rollout; Bristol City’s graduation rate of 93% recently topped the statewide average of 88%. In addition, the 
district’s average composite score on the ACT has increased 1.2 points over the past 2 years, and Bristol 
City students demonstrate higher than average eligibility for the Tennessee HOPE Scholarship which 
requires a minimum 21 ACT Composite score.6 Across Tennessee, roughly 42% of students meet this level of 
eligibility; over 55% of Bristol City’s students achieve this measure of college readiness.7 Dr. Lilly also notes 
that the district has seen good academic and behavioral responses to their innovation, a positive trend that 
he attributes to increased student engagement. Because of their position on the forefront of personalized 
learning, the Tennessee State Department of Education has recently approached Bristol Tennessee City 
Schools to participate in a new competency-based education pilot.

5  US Department of Education, Office of Educational Technology. Stories of EdTech Innovation: Bristol Tennessee City Schools. Retrieved from https://
tech.ed.gov/stories/bristol/

6  Center for Digital Education. Top 30 Profile: Dr. Gary Lilly. 2018. Retrieved from http://www.govtech.com/education/top30/Dr-Gary-Lilly.html

7  Tennessee Department of Education. School and State Report Cards. Retrieved from https://www.tn.gov/education/topic/report-card
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