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About the study
The American Institutes for Research (AIR)
is studying the effectiveness of online credit
recovery.1 The study focuses on first-year
high school students who failed Algebra 1
or English 9 (their ninth-grade English
course) and retook the course during the
summer before their second year of high
school (see Figure 1).2 The study has two
goals: (1) to determine if online credit
recovery is an effective way to help
struggling students and (2) to describe the
online instructional experience.

Figure 1. Number of Study Participants for the
Summer

24 schools 98 classes 1,683 students
Note. The study took place during the 2018 and 2019 summer
terms. Only English 9 classes participated during the 2018
summer term, Algebra 1 and English 9 classes participated
during the 2019 summer term.

Within each participating school, we used a
lottery to determine whether each student was placed in either the school’s typical teacher-directed
class or a class that used an online learning model (described later in this brief). This “random
assignment” approach allows us to attribute differences in student outcomes to the type of class
they took.

About the research brief series
This research brief is one in a series for the Online Credit Recovery Study. In this first brief, we
provide an overview of the study and describe the online learning model the study examined.
Subsequent briefs in the series highlight key findings from the study. Details about the study’s
design and methods are available in a technical supplement.

Online Credit Recovery: Study Overview

1

As the study continues over the next three
years, we will release additional briefs on
findings from future analyses, including the
analysis of longer-term academic outcomes
and on-time high school graduation.

Why study online credit
recovery?

Research Briefs in This Series
•

Brief 1 provides an overview of the study.

•

Brief 2 highlights findings about
implementation and short-term outcomes
for Algebra 1 credit recovery classes.

•

Brief 3 highlights findings about
implementation and short-term outcomes
for English 9 credit recovery classes.

Districts throughout the country offer online
credit recovery classes.3,4,5 However, there
has been widespread concern that online
• Brief 4 highlights findings about the
resources and costs associated with
credit recovery classes provide an “easy
6
implementing the online and teacherticket to graduation.” Of particular concern
directed credit recovery classes.
is that the online classes are not
academically rigorous. Contributing to this
Please visit https://www.air.org/online-credit-recoveryline of thinking, a recent study concluded
study to access all of the research briefs and for more
information about the study.
that online courses do not result in
substantive learning for students and may
even be detrimental for their academic achievement.7
Complicating matters further are limited research and inconsistent findings about the effectiveness
of online credit recovery.8 A correlational study of credit recovery in Florida found that students in
online classes were more likely to earn a C or better than students in face-to-face credit recovery
classes.9 In contrast, a rigorously designed study of online credit recovery in Chicago found that
students who took an online algebra credit recovery class learned less and were less likely to earn
credit than students who took a face-to-face class.10
Building off the Chicago study, we designed the current study to expand the field’s understanding of
online credit recovery’s effectiveness in three ways. (1) The current study focuses on two courses—
Algebra 1 and English 9—instead of one. (2) We conducted the study in a different school district and
with a different online content provider. (3) We adjusted the online learning model in a way that
makes in-class teacher support a more explicit component of the online class.
We made the decision to put more emphasis on in-class teacher support because exploratory results
from the Chicago study suggested that students in the online class who received instructional
support from an in-class teacher had better academic outcomes than online students who did not.11

What type of online class is this study about?
Online classes can differ in multiple ways. Some are fully online and completely self-paced, while
others are hybrid or blended models that combine online learning with face-to-face teaching. For
some, students take an online class from home or another remote location; for others, students take
a class within a school classroom or lab setting.
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Figure 1 lays out a number of the dimensions on which online classes may vary, highlighting the
characteristics of the online classes that were part of this study.

Figure 1. Dimensions of the Online Learning Model
Location
Teacher
Presence

School

Home
Asynchronous Online
Teacher

No Teacher

Other

Synchronous Online
Teacher

In-Person
Teacher

Teacher
Availability

Never Available

Sometimes Available

Daily

Type of
Instruction

Fully Teacher-Directed

Combination Teacher-Directed
and Online

Fully Online

Curriculum

All Print

Course
Pacing

Print with Some
Online

Half Print
Half Online

Student Driven
Students Determine Pace

Online with
Some Print

All Online

Teacher Driven
Teachers Determine Pace

Note. For each dimension, the highlighted aspect represents a key feature of the online learning model for this study.

The online learning model used in this study allowed students the opportunity to move through the
material at their own pace, while also providing more instructional support than is typical with online
learning. All of the online classes used a curriculum supplied by an online provider, Edgenuity. Each
participating school provided a credentialed, in-class teacher whose role was to monitor students as
they worked through the online course and to provide supplemental instructional support targeted to
students’ needs. Although the online curriculum was the core content in these classes, teachers had
the flexibility to adapt and supplement instruction as they saw fit. All classes met for 2.5 hours each
day in a standard classroom during the district’s 5-week summer session.
To examine the effectiveness of the online class, we compared it to the typical teacher-directed
credit recovery class students take at each high school in the study. As with the online classes, a
credentialed teacher led the teacher-directed classes, which met for 2.5 hours each day during the
summer session. Unlike the online classes, teachers had more flexibility to determine the
instructional materials, which were typically paper based. Teachers also had more freedom to
determine the pace of student progress through the course content.

Which students participated in the study?
The study took place in the Los Angeles Unified School District. It focused on students who failed
their Algebra 1 or English 9 class during their first year of high school and enrolled to retake the
course during the summer before their second year of high school.12 Figure 2 provides an overview of
the students’ background characteristics. Across both courses, most students were of
Hispanic/Latinx origin and came from families classified as low income. For English 9, the students
were also disproportionately male.
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Reflecting the nature of credit recovery
classes, most students in the study entered
high school with low English and math
achievement. In addition, most students failed
multiple classes in their first year of
high school.

Figure 2. Background Characteristics of
Students in the Study

What outcomes does the study
focus on?
The study is designed to provide rigorous
evidence about whether the online classes
affected the following aspects of credit
recovery instruction and student outcomes:
•

the use of instructional features
conducive to personalized instruction;

•

students’ classroom experiences;

•

students’ content knowledge; and

•

students’ credit recovery rates.

In the coming years, the study will also
examine whether there are differences in
students’ longer-term performance on a high
school standardized math test, credit
accumulation, and on-time high school
graduation.

What data were included in the
study?
We used data from multiple sources to study
how the credit recovery classes were
implemented, how students experienced their
class, and how students performed in the
class. These included
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Notes. Based on 613 students in the Algebra 1 classes and
1,124 students in the English 9 classes (some students were
in both classes). Low-income status is based on eligibility for
the free or reduced-price lunch program. Far below standards
in eighth grade is defined as scoring in the bottom
achievement level on the state assessment (labeled “standard
not met” in California). For 2018, the percentage of California
eighth graders who scored in the bottom achievement level
was 26% for English and 40% for math. The number of classes
failed in ninth grade is based on the total number of semesterbased classes failed during fall and spring semesters.

•

Weekly teacher logs to look at
instructional activities

•

An end-of-course teacher survey to look
at instructional features and teacher perceptions of the class

•

Online provider data to look at how students progressed through the online content
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•

An end-of-course student survey to look at student experiences in the class

•

An end-of-course test we developed to gauge student content knowledge

•

Student course grades and characteristics data from the district to look at final grades in the
class and describe the students in the study

What are we learning?
Although the study is still ongoing, in this section, we highlight some early findings from the analyses
conducted to date. Briefs 2 and 3 in this series provide a more detailed description of the findings
for Algebra 1 and English 9, respectively.
Overall, the analysis of student course performance suggests common takeaways for Algebra 1 and
English 9. For Algebra 1, performance on the algebra test and credit recovery rates were similar in
the online and teacher-directed classes. For English 9, student performance on the English test was
similar in both types of classes, but the credit recovery rate was significantly lower in the online
classes than the teacher-directed classes.
Looking across these results, the study’s findings do not support the public perception that online
courses are easier to pass or that students learn less in these courses. On the contrary, when
compared with a school’s typical teacher-directed credit recovery class, the Algebra 1 and English 9
findings suggest that students learn about the same content in both types of classes, and the
English 9 findings suggest that students are less likely to pass the online class.
That is not to say that concerns about online credit recovery are unfounded, but to say that the credit
recovery landscape is, like most issues in education, diverse. Effects may be different across
different online learning models, and even across different subjects using the same model. Also,
implementation can matter. Even though the online learning model examined in this study included
an explicit role for in-class teacher support, the online classes did not consistently provide more
personalized instruction for students. Furthermore, many students in the online classes did not use
the online program as much as intended— a finding that reinforces what other studies of online
learning report. In addition, in both the online and teacher-directed classes, many students struggled
to master the content, which points to broader challenges in developing effective credit recovery
courses, regardless of whether they are online or teacher directed.
Moving forward, we will examine some of these complications and challenges, as well as see how
students in the online and teacher-directed classes progress through high school. In doing so, we
seek to inform how online credit recovery can support academically struggling high school students.
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Notes
This study is funded with research grant R305A170152 from the U.S. Department of Education’s
Institute of Education Sciences. The opinions expressed are those of the authors and do not
represent the views of the Institute, the U.S. Department of Education, or the Los Angeles Unified
School District. The authors would like to acknowledge the many people who helped make this study
possible. We thank the Los Angeles Unified School district leaders who worked with us on this study,
particularly Carol Alexander; the staff at Edgenuity who supported the study, particularly Lindsay
Marczak; and the school leaders, teachers, and students who participated in the study.
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