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AVOIDING THE F—A BLENDED APPROACH TO  
CREDIT RECOVERY TACKLES LOW GRADUATION RATES
 
CASE STUDY: ROCHESTER CITY SCHOOL DISTRICT 

CHALLENGE

With the highest poverty rate among New York’s “Big Five” school districts, the Rochester 

City School District faces daunting challenges—including graduation rates that see fewer 

than half its students graduating on time. 

“Our goal is to try to avoid the F,” explains Glen Van Derwater, the district’s associate 

director of instructional technology. “When a student fails a course, it is a morale issue that 

creates a downward spiral we want to address by giving them the opportunity to recover 

that course credit and stay on track to graduate.”

Although the district had in place many different support mechanisms to help struggling 

students, including a response to intervention (RTI) program, district administrators and 

teachers supported an online initiative as another method to improve student outcomes.

 

SOLUTION 

Realizing that traditional methods to help students stay on track and graduate do not 

always work, the district implemented an online credit recovery program in the spring of 

2009 to help tackle the problem. The district implemented its program using the Aventa 

Learning by K12 Credit Recovery curriculum.

Van Derwater notes that the program gained support from teachers and the Rochester 

Teachers Association because the district assigned three lead teachers to staff the online 

program. The blended model incorporates both online learning and dedicated district 

teachers, who serve hands-on as learning “facilitators” for individual students, rather than 

as instructors. 

Van Derwater notes that taking an online course is not easy and not all students are eligible 

to take a course. “This is not a cookie-cutter approach; it is not a shortcut at all. We have a 

screening team that decides who can take a course because we know that it takes a certain 

level of maturity to do the work,” he adds.

“Some of the criticism we hear of online credit recovery comes from people who think it is 

easy and only about asynchronous learning,” Van Derwater explains. “You hear a lot today 

about differentiated instruction. In Rochester, one of the most important aspects of the 

program is that every student who goes through credit recovery has meaningful contact 

and meets with a certified teacher who is still the cornerstone of it all. We recognize 

the value the teacher brings to the individual student coupled with the online learning 

experience.”

650+
CREDITS RECOVERED

2012–2013 
Anticipated for full year

2010–2011

 
CLIENT PROFILE

ROCHESTER CITY SCHOOL 
DISTRICT
 
LOCATION: Rochester, New York  
 
ENROLLMENT: 32,000+ pre-K–12 
students 
 
SCHOOLS: 39 elementary schools;  
19 middle/high schools 
 
CHALLENGE: Prevent dropout rate in 
district with highest poverty rate among 
New York’s five largest school districts
 
SOLUTION: Provide online credit recovery 
program coupled with district teachers
 
RESULTS: A six-fold increase in the 
number of credits recovered from first 
semester to third full year of program

“ They can finish one course 
and then start another 
course the next day—and 
that speaks volumes as to 
what they can accomplish 
and how they can get back 
on track. That’s the beauty 
of online individualized 
learning.”
 
Glen Van Derwater 
Associate Director of Instructional 
Technology, Rochester City School 
District
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“The district applies a differentiated approach to credit recovery that allows students to 

move through a course at their own pace. “We have a high poverty rate, so our students 

have many distractions or circumstances that contribute to a failure or prevent them from 

attending summer school. Now students can take a course online and complete it in a 

few months or a year—and they can take courses year-round to make up credits. In fact, 

students can even make up multiple half-credit courses during a semester. They can finish 

one course and then start another course the next day, and that speaks volumes as to 

what they can accomplish and how they can get back on track. That’s the beauty of online 

individualized learning.”

RESULTS

In the online credit recovery program’s first full year, targeting high school juniors and 

seniors, students recovered 98 credits. Last year that number jumped to more than 

365 credits recovered, and in 2012–2013 the district is projecting more than 650 credits 

recovered. In fact, 14 percent of last year’s graduating class included students who 

recovered credits through online learning. 

Further, the district last year expanded the program to help students who have been 

incarcerated, resulting in six students recovering credits. In addition, the district plans to add 

online Advanced Placement (AP®) courses next year to serve both existing students and to 

attract new students who attend other schools because the district does not offer a broad 

enough catalog of AP courses.

“When a student fails a course, it is both an emotional issue for the student and an economic 

issue for taxpayers. It costs the state about $22,500 every time a student fails, and has 

to repeat a grade level. If we can help students avoid the F and stay on track, it is a win for 

everyone,” adds Van Derwater.

 
K12 PROGRAM HIGHLIGHTS
 
Aventa Learning by K12 Credit Recovery 
provides schools with a cost-effective, 
flexible way to help students pass 
courses and receive the credits they 
need to graduate from high school. 
Through the diagnostic-driven model, 
unit-level assessments measure 
mastery of critical concepts in 18 
subjects, allowing students to bypass 
topics they previously mastered and 
focus on more difficult concepts. Aventa 
Credit Recovery also provides English 
Language Learner (ELL) support, along 
with access to experienced teachers via 
e-mail, phone, and chat. 

For more information about the full 
Aventa Learning by K12 Curriculum for 
middle and high school students, visit 
K12.com/educators.

“ If we can help 
students avoid the F 
and stay on track, it is 
a win for everyone.” 
 
Glen Van Derwater 
Associate Director of Instructional 
Technology, Rochester City School 
District
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