
At-Risk Students at Castle Park Middle
School Recover Skills Using PLATO
Learning

Identifying Students
Students are placed in the credit-recovery program if they have failed a
math or English class. In addition, students are identified who are at risk of
failing, based on standardized test scores or teacher recommendations.
Washburn, along with administrators and math resources staff, constantly
monitor progress reports and teacher recommendations to identify students
who will soon be at risk and convince them and their parents that credit
recovery is an important option for them. “Last year we put a strong

Overview
Sweetwater Union High School District initiated promotional requirements
mandating that each student must pass all four semesters of English and
math during the middle school years in order to participate in promotional
exercises and later take electives rather than extra English or math classes
at the high school level

Despite an attendance rate of 98 percent, Castle Park Middle School was
still struggling with academic achievement and had too many students
failing their English and mathematics.

The school tried after-school credit-recovery programs with their existing
resources but they were unpopular, making it hard to get students to attend
the required number of hours. The district started an aggressive search for a
solution.

Castle Park Middle School is a Title I school and receives substantial federal
funds to provide supplemental programs for struggling students. John
Washburn, categorical coordinator at Castle Park, wanted to use those Title
I funds to find and incorporate appropriate supplemental materials that
would engage learners, promote attendance, and help at-risk students pass
their classes in order to be promoted to the high school.

He decided to create a credit-recovery program, and the principal and math
resource professional suggested a computerized program being used in
Castle Park High School’s learning centers. “PLATO Learning provided an
attractive option,” said Washburn. “It was an engaging, student-friendly way
of assessing students’ core-area skill levels and then focusing learning in
their areas of greatest need. The PLATO program also paid rigorous
attention to the California state standards and offered accountability tools
that allowed our teachers to both pre- and post-test to identify individual
needs.”
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emphasis on the 7th graders who had failed
and worked to pick them up as fast as we
could so they didn’t fall back any further.”
During the spring session, there were over
100 students in the math credit-recovery
program and 50 in English.

Instructional Model
Students identified as at risk attend credit-
recovery classes after school and on weekends
until they successfully complete 60 hours of
instruction to make up the failed class.
Students begin with a pre-assessment within
PLATO Learning instructional courseware to
identify their skill levels in the target areas.
Students are listed as exempt in the areas
they have already mastered, with further
instruction and work assigned where the
student is experiencing difficulty. “Each
student, therefore, has an individualized
curricular plan designed to meet their needs,”
said Washburn. “No time and effort is
expended going over previously mastered
materials, so instructional time is
maximized.”

The PLATO Learning software provides
about half of the instruction to remediate
missing skills with the other half provided in
individual teacher sessions with the students.
In math, students work on PLATO® Algebra
1, Part 1 and in English, they are provided
with PLATO® Essential, Fundamental and
Intermediate Reading Strategies and
PLATO® Vocabulary and Reading
Comprehension.

Training and Teacher Support
The PLATO® Professional Services team
completed on-site training for the teachers in
the credit-recovery program and also
installed the hardware and software. “Due to
the excellent training PLATO Learning
provides, we were able to implement the
software immediately after the training
sessions,” said Washburn. Staff volunteers
participate as instructors in the credit-
recovery labs after school and on Saturdays.
Teachers delivering the credit-recovery
program spend longer hours at school during
the workweek and on many Saturdays, with
additional pay available through an extra-
duty pay program.

Infrastructure Support
The main challenge Castle Park encountered
during implementation was the limitations of
the hardware in their existing labs. They
received help from the PLATO Learning
support team, who identified which hardware
components were causing problems and
helped the school identify appropriate fixes.
Washburn said, “We were a bit challenged by
our hardware, and infrastructure is a
common problem for any implementation.
The upside was that it was not a  software
problem , and we had PLATO Learning
support to help us address the hardware
issues.”

Realizing Success
Although Castle Park is only in its first full
year of credit-recovery implementation,
Washburn believes he has seen a positive
change in students’ attitudes. “Students now
know that failure has consequences which
could keep them from being promoted , and
they realize that they will have to commit
much of their time if they want to avoid that
possibility. Because of the e-learning aspect of
our credit-recovery program, it also seems
that students have changed their attitudes
toward credit recovery. They realize that
credit recovery is not all worksheets,
repetition, and drudgery; it also means
relearning the standards in engaging and
interesting formats with lots of visuals and
graphics to help them learn and apply
mathematical patterns.”

Proof of e-learning's success as part of Castle
Park’s credit recovery program is in the high
number of students within Castle Park who
stay with the program until the end and gain
credits. In the first round of credit-recovery
classes incorporating PLATO® K—12
Learning Technologies, over 80 percent of
students regained credits and were
successfully promoted. In one math class, 24
of 27 students earned their credits; another
saw 28 of 29 earn credits, and in an English
class 21 of 25 students earned credits.

According to math resource professional
Steve Gurley, “We were very surprised at the
results because of our previous attendance
problems with credit-recovery programs.



PLATO Learning software breaks up the
monotony of relearning skills. Before, we had
to drag kids into the credit recovery program,
but now they come enthusiastically on their
own and our attendance rate is very high.”

Even though the school is just out of the
implementation phase, Washburn is
encouraged by their initial results and said,
“Everyone is high on PLATO Learning.”

Student Response
Students have found the credit-recovery
program to be friendly and engaging and
enjoy the audio and individualization built
into the program. According to Gurley, “It is
motivational for students to see the pre-
assessment results that identify their
strengths and weaknesses. They can see how
well they know the material and see areas
they have been exempted in. By seeing what
instructional lessons will help them acquire
missing skills, students take ownership of
their own learning.” Two students shared
their perspectives as well. A male 8th grade
math student said, “I like working on the
PLATO program because it is an individual
program. It corrects me when I answer
wrong and is more interesting than just
sitting in a classroom. Because it’s on the
computer, it’s fun.” A female 8th grade
student said, “I like PLATO software because
it corrects me, it’s not boring, and I get an
instant reward like ‘You are excellent’

Teacher Response
Students are not the only ones enthusiastic
about the product. “Teachers love it,” said
Gurley. “They appreciate how standards-
based the program is, which makes it easy to
make connections between standards-driven
learning in the classroom and practice in the
credit-recovery program. Teachers are
confident that the students will know what
they need to know for the spring
assessments.” Washburn stated that the
teachers love the assessment piece and he
doesn’t believe the program would be nearly
as effective without it. “Teachers get a grip
right away on the strengths and weakness,”
said Steve Johnson, a math teacher at Castle
Park, agreed, “Using PLATO Learning
software allows my students to get

standards-based instruction and practice at
their own pace and skill level. I’ve seen
students engaged by the computers who are
not as engaged in the classroom. I like using
the PLATO Learning program and will
continue to do so.”

The lab facilitator for the PLATO Learning
credit-recovery program, Teresa Esquivel
applauds Castle Park’s credit recovery efforts,
“I have seen that this program has great
benefits for the students. They enjoy the way
it allows them to work individually, and they
can see their success immediately. It is a
great program, and I am glad to see it used
by so many students in so many areas.”

Finding Benefits in Other Areas
The PLATO Learning math curriculum is
also being used as a supplement within the
math classroom. During almost every class
period, teachers are taking their classes to
the lab to practice their skills. In the very
near future, Castle Park hopes to expand use
to support special education and English
Language learners.
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