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Executive Summary 

Section I: 
Executive Summary 

Overview 

In 1995 , three rural school districts instituted a three-year pilot program to give students 
an option for meeting their educational requirements outside the h·aditional school 
setting. Several elementary and secondary students left public and private institutions and 
alternative educational programs behind to enroll in a virtual school where they could 
learn unencumbered by the limitations of time and physical space. 

Students who enrolled in this high-tech program worked at their own pace to accomplish 
the goals outlined in their Personalized Learning Plans. CD-RO Ms and h·aditional 
insh·uctional materials supplemented comprehensive on-line curricula such as Plato® and 
NovaNet®. Parents and an assigned "learning manager monitored students' activities and 
progress, providing assistance when necessary. Students also had the option of continuing 
their studies year-round; to get ahead or simply to catch up. 

The evaluation of this pilot program included an assessment of the implementation 
process as well as indicators of academic performance. This document highlights findings 
from data collected from telephone interviews with students and parents during the third 
year of the pilot and draws comparisons with data from year two. 

Participant Characteristics 

Students who attended any public or private school, or home-based educational program 
were eligible to participate in TRIO. During the first year, the program was open to 
students in grades 4 tlu·ough 8. In the second year, grades 9 through 12 were added. 
Enrollment trends over the tlu·ee-year pilot include: 

• The number of students enrolled steadily in the program grew from 22 the first 
year, to 67 the second year, and 98 the third year. During the program's first 
year, 81 % of the students participated for approximately nine months. In year 
two, 94% participated for at least three consecutive months compared to 88% in 
year tlu·ee. 

• Few students were enrolled in the elementary grades (5 -6%) . During the third 
year of the pilot, the proportion of students enrolled in grades 6-8 and grades 9-
12 shifted with more students enrolling at the high school level (up from 54% in 
year two to 69% in year tlu·ee). 

• Most students had been enrolled in a regular public school prior to joining the 
program (64% in year two, 73% in year tlu·ee) . During year two, more students 
had been previously home schooling or attending private/parochial schools. 

• The typical TRIO family had one child in the program and had an annual 
household income greater than $50,000. 
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• Both parents and students cited their "failure to thrive" socially or academically in 
their previous school as the main reason for enrolling in the program. 

Key Staffing 

Each district hired one or more Learning Facilitators (LF) to work closely with students 
and parents in the program. The teaching experience of the LFs during years two and 
three ranged from 2-12 years and included elementary and/or secondary school 
experience. 

• Over the course of the three-year pilot, seven different individuals served in the role 
of Learning Facilitator. Two of the three pilot dish·icts had the same LF all three 
years of the program; in one dish·ict, students worked with three different LFs. 

• In some dish·icts the LF was assigned to work with students across the grade levels 
while in others, they were assigned to either elementary, middle, or high school 
students. 

• During the second year of the pilot, four LF positions totaling 3 FTE were allocated 
to provide guidance and support for the 67 students enrolled in the program. In year 
three, the level of staffing remained the same for the 98 students . The number of 
students served by each LF varied significantly between dish·icts . 

Nature of Instruction 

Flexible Schedule 

Students and parents highlighted the flexible schedule and self-paced learning as features 
of the TRIO program that fostered positive outcomes. Because each student was working 
to accomplish the goals and objectives laid out in his or her individualized learning plan , 
they could set their own schedule and work at their pace. For some students, this meant 
putting in longer hours a few days each week; for others it allowed them to spread their 
learning over longer periods of time. 

• In year two, 78% of students typically worked on their studies five days each 
week. In year three, 60% of students worked five days a week with another 19% 
working four days a week. 

• 41 % of students in year two and 36% in year three always had a parent at home 
while they were studying. 

• 31 % of students in year two attended other classes ( e.g, art and music) at a school 
compared to 25% in year tlu·ee. 

Technology-Enhanced 

The emphasis on providing technology-rich instruction was quite evident. The vast 
majority of students (82% year two, 76% year three) spent more time using a computer 
for schoolwork in the TRIO program than they did in their previous school. Most of 

ii Center for Applied Research and Educational Improvement 



Executive Summary 

students' computer time was spent working on the Internet or the curricula provided 
on line and via CD-ROMs, and not the application programs typically used in schools: 

• Only 1 in 3 students regularly used word processors. 

• Less than 1 in 10 regularly used other productivity tools (i.e ., presentation 
software, spreadsheets, databases) 

• Most students rarely or never used textbooks although more were doing so in the 
third year of the pilot (80% in year two, 67% in year three) 

• 60% rarely or never used worksheets or workbooks 

• 52 to 65% sometimes used print or technology-based reference materials 

• Visited libraries or museums, or sought out experts as resources: 75% year two, 
64% year tlu·ee 

TRIO Compared to Previous School 

When students were asked how their instructional time was allocated compared to that of 
their previous school, it was clear that, overall, they were spending less time on 
schoolwork and typical school-sponsored activities, such as art and music. 

Schoolwork: 
• Year Two: 49% spent less time, 29% more for an average of 15.4 hrs/wk 
• Year Three: 58% spent less time, 30% more for an average of 14.6 hrs/wk 

Art: 
• Year Two: 47% less, 27% more 
• Year Tlu·ee: 57% less, 11 % more 

Music: 
• Year Two: 31 % less, 26% more 
• Year Tlu·ee: 51 % less, 15% more 

Non-Instructional Time 

TRIO students were also asked how they spent their social and discretionary time since 
enrolling in the program as compared to their previous school. Overall , they spent more 
time working at a paying job, doing more chores at home, and watching more television 
and less time in exh·acurricular activities sponsored by the school. 

Worked more hours at a paying job: 

• Year Two: 44%, average of 7 .5 hrs/wk 
• Year Three: 61 % (more high school students were enrolled), average 5.6 

Ju·s/wk 
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Did more chores around the house: 

• Year Two: 42%, average 7.4 hrs/wk 
• Year Three: 58%, 7.3 hrs/wk 

Watched more television: 

• Year Two: 29%, average 8.6 hrs/wk 
• Year Three: 24%, average 8.5 hrs/wk 

Participated less in exh·acuITicular activities through the school: 

•Year Two: 31%, average 1.0 lu-s/wk 
• Year Three: 39%, average 1.4 hrs/wk 

Effective Program Features 

Technology-Enhanced Learning 

Students and parents were asked about the ease of using the technology provided through 
the TRJO program and the available technical support. In general, students felt the 
software programs were easy to use but did encounter troublesome hardware problems. 

• Students felt the computer programs were easy to use with little h·aining (87% in 
year two, 97% in year three) 

• Only half of the students felt the programs provided helpful on-line assistance. 

• 2 out of 3 parents were satisfied with the various sources of technical assistance 
they received through the program. 

When students were asked about the impact of the teclmology and elech·onic cu1Ticula on 
their learning they noted several positive effects. Most notably, the technology was able 
to support almost all students in becoming more self-directed and self-sufficient as 
learners by letting them set their own schedule and work at a pace that fit their particular 
learning needs. The majority of students were also more motivated by programs that 
made learning more fun and more interesting. 

• 

• 

• 

iv 

3 out of 4 students said the on-line cmTiculum made school more interesting 

Most students said the technology made learning fun (72% in year two, 64% in 
year tlu·ee) 

Almost all students said the technology allowed them to work at their own pace 
(98%) 
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Curriculum 

Although the on-line programs were successful in providing an individualized learning 
environment for students and keeping most of them engaged, they were not perceived as 
challenging enough for all students. Still, most parents were pleased with the expectations 
for students ' academic performance and the cuniculum and materials used to meet these 
expectations. 

• Most students fe lt the elech·onic cunicula challenged them to do their best (61 % 
in year t\vo, 70% in year tlu·ee). 

• Most parents were satisfied with the computer-based instructional materials (e .g., 
NovaNet, Plato, CD-ROMs) (67% in year two, 76% in year tlu·ee 

Assessment 

Procedures for h·acking and reporting students' progress in the program improved over 
the three years of the pilot program. During year two, 76% of parents said the amount of 
infonrntion they received about their child's progress in the program was "too little". 
Many wanted to receive feedback more often and in a written format. By the end of the 
third year, after program staff had worked to address this concern, the percentage of 
parents who sti ll felt that the amount of feedback was lacking had dropped to 56%. 

In addition, during the three years of the pi lot program, it was not possible to assess 
students ' academic progress as planned through the annual administration of standardized 
tests . Changes in the participating districts' testing schedules (e.g., from fall to spring) 
and difficulty in tracking down students who had left the program before the end of the 
school year made it impossible in all but a handful of cases to examine student 
achievement it in a meaningful way. 

Support for Learning 

Providing the support students need to be independent learners required both academic 
and personal support systems. In general, most students fe lt they had the resources and 
help they needed to do their schoolwork during the second year of the pilot but not during 
the third and final year: 

• The majority of students had help they needed to complete their schoolwork 
(74% in year two, and 56% in year three). 

• Students also fe lt that they had the resources to complete their assignments 
(80% in year two, 51% in year tlu·ee). 

Overall , parents tended to be less satisfied than the students with the academic support 
available to their child, though improvements were noted over the course of the pilot. By 
the end of the pilot program, more parents were satisfied with the academic assistance 
their child received (48% in year two, 58% in year tlu·ee). Those who were dissatisfied 
cited the lack of any assistance or delays as the main issue. 
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In general, parents wanted more timely responses to their questions via increased access 
to their Leaming Manager or to other teachers who might assist their child via emai l or a 
homework hotline. Almost all parents were interested in having a homework hotline 
where their child could call in day or night during the week and talk with a learn ing aide 
about his or her schoolwork. 

Parent involvement was a stipulation of enrollment in the program and indeed most 
parents thought the amount required was reasonable. Only a few said they had invested 
more time than they had expected with most saying they had spent less time . 

• Parents spent less time working with the program than they had anticipated (44% in 
year two 25% in year three) 

• Most parents were satisfied with their level of involvement in the TRIO (64% in year 
two, 71 % in year three) 

• Many parents would like to be more involved, but fewer in the third year (67% in 
year two, 54% in year three) 

As parents become more involved, their need for information also increases. In general, 
communication with parents seemed to improve over the course of the pilot program, 
especially in the areas of progress reporting and information about school events, two 
areas of concern during the second year. Parents tended to want more information about: 

• their child's progress (76% in year two, 56% in year three) 

• events going on in the school district (57% in year two, 43% in year three) 

• special services, such as health screenings, being offered through the school 
(38% in year two, 56% in year three) 

With regard to the non-academic support services available to their child through the 
program (e.g., counseling, social services, etc.), less than half of the parents were 
satisfied with this program feature. This finding was not surprising, however, given that 
initial plans for developing the social services component were waylaid by difficulties in 
forming the necessary collaborations with human service agencies. 

Outcomes 

In the absence of longitudinal data from standardized achievement tests for the vast 
majority of students, this evaluation examined the extent to which students were self
directed in their learning and how well the program met students' special needs. 
TRIO students were, on the whole, self-motivated as learners and felt that the program 
supported them in being self-directed in their learning: 

• 

• 

vi 

The majority of students felt they, and not their parents or learning manager, 
were most responsible for their learning (83% in year two; 88% in year three). 

The majority of students enjoyed working by themselves most of the time (74% 
in year two; 71 % in year three). 

Center for Applied Research and Educational Improvement 



Executive Summary 

I'm an independent person. I like working by myself, and I never had those 
choices while I was in school.- TRIO student 

• Many students said they rarely or never needed to be reminded to do their 
schoolwork (48% in year two; 49% in year three). 

• Many students were excited about their studies at least some of the time (in year 
two: 52% some of the time, 20% most of the time; in year three: 61 % some of the 
time, 15% most of the time) 

Meeting Students' Needs 

Over the three pi lot years, both students and parents viewed the TRIO program as a 
means of addressing students' special needs. In particular, TRIO seemed to provide 
students with an environment that reduced stress and improved students' attitudes 
towards learning: 

• For many students, TRIO was better able to meet their needs than their previous 
school (60% of students in year two; 49% in year three) . 

• Students' attitudes toward school improved (43% of students in year two; 51% in 
year three). 

• Students were stressed when it came to school and learning (58% of students in 
year two; 76% in year three) 

Academic Progress 

When asked what percentage of their students had either met the goals of their 
Personalized Leaming Plan or had progressed one grade level, LFs gave estimates 
ranging from 25% to 80%. Conversations with the LFs revealed that the expectations for 
the amount of work each student was expected to complete varied as well, an issue some 
felt deserved further attention. 

Finally, students were asked how much they felt they were learning in TRIO as compared 
to their previous educational setting: 

• Year Two: 52% more, 35% about the same, 13% less 
• Year Three: 34% more, 48% about the same, 18% less 

Again, keeping in mind that many of these students were continuing in the TRIO 
program, it is not surprising, then, that more students reported learning about the same 
amount. 

Conclusions 

Many lessons and continuing issues emerged from the evaluation of the TRIO pilot 
program. 
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Delivering School Success Via Technology ... 

The results of this evaluation provided some evidence of the extent to which virtual 
schools can be effective in meeting the needs of certain students. In doing so, they also 
raise questions about the nature of instruction and the social and academic elements 
inherent in education. 

Many of the students in the TRIO program left more h·aditional schools because of their 
"fa ilure to thrive." For some, the social environment was difficult for them to navigate. 
Peer pressure, problems with drugs or alcohol , or simply not having many friends all 
played a role in their dissatisfaction. Moreover, these factors dish·acted them from their 
schoolwork. For the gifted and talented student, having the chance to work ahead was 
welcomed. For the struggling student, having more time and working on a self
determined schedule in a safe and supportive environment meant success. Regardless, the 
individualized and flexible nature of the program meant it could, to some extent, be 
tailored to meet the specific circumstances of a student's li fe. 

When queried, TRIO staff agreed that while students' academic or learning needs can, 
indeed, be met via technology, providing structured opportunities for socializa tion is 
necessary as well . A technology-based learning environment even has the potential to 
expand students' opportunities for learning. With access to the Internet, virtual tours , and 
a core (electronic) curriculum to teach the basics, Field h·ips, net pals, and a variety of 
other sh·ategies were offered in TRIO to provide some socialization for the students in the 
TRIO program, although only half of the students participate. Field h·ips seemed to be 
more popular with the younger students; some of the older students were parents and had 
to consider day care and other had jobs that may have conflicted with these activities. 

The Successful Student ... 

The bottom line regarding learning online is ... it is a viable option if students are 
motivated and have adequate support. 

Staffing the Program ... 

As is h·ue of any educational programs, the relative success is largely dependent upon the 
staff involved. Ensuring the continuity of staffing is essential to provide consistency 
within the program. Likewise, limiting the number of students assigned to a single 
Leaming Facilitator to around 20 students helps maintain the individualized nature of the 
programmmg. 

The model of an effective Learning Facilitator is someone who is: enh·epreneurial, self
motivated, self-directed workers, have a strong work ethic, technology-saavy, aware of 
technology resources, and able to motivate students and provide sh·ucture as needed. 

Emerging Policy and Program Issues ... 

The TRIO pilot program explored many issues and raised others. Some of the more 
pressing ones included: 

• 

viii 

Clear expectations and policies: What is the role of students? Of parents? Of 
Learning Facilitators and other dish·ict staff? What are the requirements for 
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admission and continued enrollment in the program? How will students' progress 
be monitored and reported? What are the expectations for annual progress? 

• Curriculum Standards: In offering students an alternative to the traditional 
school setting, how do we ensure that it doesn ' t become a watered-down version 
but rather an individualized program that is challenging for students of different 
ability levels? To what extent are students being asked to do authentic tasks? 
What activities are needed to supplement the online "canned crnTiculum"? 

• Organization Support: What is the impact of housing TRIO and each of the 
Learning Facilitators in different places (e.g. , at an Area Learning Center, an 
elementary school, the district office) in terms of ease of access to district 
administrative contact, building principals and perception of the program by 
other teachers? 

• Maintaining Flexibility: How can programs like TRIO be designed to 
accommodate students who need only tempora1y alternatives and students who 
would be better served by a multi-year involvement? 

• Student Aide Payments: On what basis (e.g., seat time or progress) should 
school districts be compensated for the enrollment of TRIO students? What 
happens when students from other districts and states want to enroll? Does the 
funding follow the student? 

• Teacher Licensure. Should Learning Facilitators be licensed for all grade levels 
and areas with which they were working? Or can other alTangements be made? 

Evaluating the Program 

This project also highlighted several issues to consider when designing evaluations of 
similar non-h·aditional learning environments. In particular, the fluctuating and self
selected population and self-paced nature of the program placed limitations on the data 
collection and analysis. Additional difficulties in assessing academic progress also arise 
when the time spent on instruction varies and enrollment is this flexible. 

The Future of Distance Education Programs ... 

Is there any evidence to suggest that TRIO is a more efficient means of educating 
students; that is , that the program provides an equivalent level of education or better and 
at a lower cost? Yes. The only program costs are the salaries for the Learning Managers 
and the cuniculum materials (e.g., NovaNet®, CD-ROMs) that can also be used 
throughout a district. With a commitment from participating dish·icts to support, be aware 
of, and work with the Learning Facilitators and adequate support within the program, 
students in alternative programs like TRIO can be successful ; beyond that, the quality of 
their education then depends upon the motivation of the students and their parents. 
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Introduction 

Section I: 
Introduction 

In 1995, three rural Minnesota school districts--North Branch, Chisago Lakes, and Rush 
City--instituted a three-year pilot program to give students an option for meeting their 
educational requirements outside of the traditional school setting. Several elementary and 
secondary students left public and private institutions and alternative educational 
programs to emoll in a virtual school where they could learn unencumbered by the 
limitations of time and space. 

The goals of the Technological Regional Integrated Organization (TRIO) Year-Round 
School Project were to: 

• support students in being self-directed as learners, 
• provide students with an opportunity for year-round education, and 
• detern1ine how much of a students' education could be de livered via 

technology. 

To achieve these goals, the project planned to offer students: 

• a choice of school calendars; 
• contextual , applied, and individualized learning opportunities; 
• a variety of technologies for delivering learning; 
• year-round academic support; 
• access to counseling and human service support services; and 
• other support for student learning (e.g., technology, school-to-work 

opportunities, educational resources, career counseling) . 

In October 1996, the TRIO project enlisted the Center for Applied Research and 
Educational Improvement to evaluate its activities. This evaluation was designed to: 

• document the major project activities, 
• evaluate students' academic progress, 
• determine parent and student satisfaction, and 
• assess the project's feasibility as a model for supporting students in obtaining a 

learner-centered, year-round education via technology. 

This report summarizes the findings that emerged from data collected primarily during 
the 1998-99 school year, the third and final year of the project, with comparisons made, 
when appropriate, to findings from the second year of the project. The report is organized 
as follows: 

• Section II profiles the participating districts, families , and students; 
• Section III describes the key program features; 
• Section IV presents findings related to the program's effectiveness; 
• Section V discusses issues related to the program' s feasibility, policy 

implications, and the direction of future research; and 
• Appendix A describes the evaluation work plan including the questions 

guiding the evaluation. 
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Participant Characteristics 

Section II: 
Participant Characteristics 

This section describes the characteristics of the districts, households, and students 
participating in the TRIO program during the third year of the pilot. Information was 
obtained primarily from program records, parent and student surveys, and the Department 
of Children, Families and Learning' s public databases. 

Districts 

Tlu·ee rural dish·icts worked together on the TRIO pilot project: Chisago Lakes, North 
Branch, and Rush City (see Table 1) . The dish·icts varied in size with two having K-12 
enrollments of approximately 3500 and one having fewer than 1000 students . The 
percentage of students eligible for the free or reduced price lunch programs was relatively 
low--never more than 1 in 4 students--and below the state average of 26 .3%. Enrollments 
of students of color were also quite low--less than 5% of the students in each of the three 
di sh·icts--compared with 15.2% for the state as a whole. 

Table 1: Characteristics of districts participating in the TRIO pilot program, 
year three. 

Chisago North Rush 
Lakes Branch City 

Percent Students of Color 2.8 2.6 3.9 

Percent of Students Eligible for Free or 17.2 21.1 23 .1 
Reduced Price Lunch 

Total K-12 Enrollment 3526 3455 927 
Source: Department of Children, Families and Learning (Fall 1998 district data). 

Households 

Students enrolled in TRIO during the program's third year represented 86 different 
households.' To better understand the context for student learning in this self-paced , 
home-based educational program, we examined characteristics of the home environment 
that pertain to learning. 

Household Size 

The typical TRIO fami ly was small with only four people in the household, two under the 
age of eighteen (see Table 2). Most families (4 out of 5) had only one chi ld enrolled in 
the program. In households with more than one school-age child, siblings who did not 
enroll in the program typically attended regular public school. 

1 Unless otherwise noted, this evaluation focuses on data collected from students who were 
emolled in the TRIO program for at least tlu·ee months and their parents. 
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Suppor t for Learning 

Students learning at home rely even more on the support of their parents and the presence 
of other educational resources (see Table 2). The parents ' level of education and the 
annual household income often predict the extent to which these resources are found in 
the home. In 1 out of 4 households the mother (or female guardian) had a college degree 
and about half of the families had an annual household income greater than $50,000. In 
most instances, a parent was present while the TRIO child worked on his or her studies 
with only 4% of parents not being available on a regular basis. 

4 

Table 2: Characteristics of TRIO households, years two and three. 1 

Year 3 Year 2 
Chisago North Rush 
Lakes Branch City All All 
(n=18) (n=25) (n=12) (n=55) (n=43) 

Household Size2 

Ave. number in household 4.9 4.8 5.2 4.9 4.2 
Ave. under 18 years of age 2.3 2.5 3.0 2.5 2. 1 

Number of Households Percent Percent 
Children in TRI03 

One 17 19 12 78 86 
Two or more 5 7 1 22 14 

Annual Household 
Income4 

Below $25 ,000 2 3 5 18 22 
$25 ,000-50,000 5 9 6 36 21 
More than $50,000 11 13 1 46 57 

Parental Education5 

Two-year degree/some 
college 7 12 2 34 44 
College graduate 2 3 4 15 24 
Post-grad/professional 
degree 4 1 0 8 3 

Parent at home w/student6 

Always 6 13 3 36 41 
Often 9 9 10 46 50 
Sometimes 6 3 0 15 9 

I Notes : Data are based on the 63% households where a parent completed a telephone 
interview. Individual counts may not equal the total number responding due to 
missing data or the reporting of only selected categories in this table. 

5 Parental education denotes the highest level of education of the respondent, 
generally the mother or female guardian. 

Sources: 2-5.
7Parent Phone Survey (spring 1998 and spring 1999); 6 see Parent Phone Survey 

for year tlu·ee and Parent Supplement for year two (spring 1998) 
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Students 

Enrollment 

Although the pilot program targeted students in the three participating school districts, a 
few students from other districts were admitted as space permitted, particularly in North 
Branch. During the first year of the pilot, 27 students were enrolled in the TRIO program 
with 81 % remaining in the program for approximately nine months (the length of a 
typical school year). In the second year, the number of enrolled students more than 
doubled with 71 students participating at some point, including many of those from the 
first year. During the program's third year, the number of students continued to grow 
with 111 enrolled students, 88% of whom participated for at least three consecutive 
months (down from 94% during year two). Three out of four students were new to the 
pilot program during this third and final year (See Table 3). 

Table 3: Student enrollment in TRIO, years two and three. 
Year 3 Year 2 

District Total Enrolled Number Enrolled Number 
ever at least 3 newly at least 3 newly 

enrolled 1 months2 enrolled3 months2 enrolled3 

Chisago Lakes 34 32 22 23 22 
North Branch 54 44 44 24 22 
Rush City 23 22 15 24 23 
Total 111 98 81 71 67 

I Notes: Number of students contrnurng fiom 1997-98 school yeat or who filled out an 
enrollment form between 6/1/98 and 5/31 /99 

2 Number of students enrolled in TRIO for at least 3 months between 9/1 /98 
and 5/30/99 
3 Number of students who completed enrollment form after 6/1/98 
4 Number of students continuing from 1996-97 school year or who filled out an 
enrollment form between 6/1/97 and 5/30/98 
5 Number of students enrolled in TRIO for at least 3 months between 9/1/97 
and 8/31 /98 

Source: Leaming Manager Records (1997-98; 1998-99). 

Grade Levels 

In the program's third year, the vast majority of students were enrolled at the secondary 
level: 26% in grades 6-8 and 69% in grades 9-12 (see Table 4). The proportion of middle 
school and high school students in the program shifted, however, from the previous year: 
now, 2 out of 3 were high school students. Across the districts, Rush City had the largest 
proportion of students enrolled at the middle school level , 36% as compared to 20% in 
North Branch and 25% in Chisago Lakes which set a cap on its middle school enrollment 
during the third year of the program. 
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Gender 

Boys and girl s were equally likely to enroll in TRIO during its third year, whereas 
approximately 2 out of 3 students enrolled during the previous year had been male (see 
Table 4). Although boys and girls were equally represented in both the North Branch and 
Chisago Lakes school dish·icts in both the second and third years, in Rush C ity nearly 2 
out of 3 students were male during the final year of the pilot. 

T bl 4 Cl a e : iaractenshcs o fTRIO d stu ents, years two anc t iree. 
Year 3 Year 2 

Chisago North Rush 
Lakes Branch City All All 
(n=32) (n=44) (n=22) (n=98) (n=67) 

Number Percent Percent 
Gender 

Male 15 22 14 52 63 
Female 17 22 8 48 37 

Elementary 5 6 
4th or 5th 2 1 2 -- --

Middle School 26 40 
6th 1 1 1 -- --
i" 6 0 2 -- --
8th 1 8 5 -- --

High School 69 54 
9th 6 7 6 -- --
10th 5 10 2 -- --
11th 7 8 2 -- --

It" 4 9 2 -- --
. t Notes . Includes only those students who spent at least 3 months 111 TRIO between 9/1 /98 

and 5/30/99 
Source: Learning Manager Records (1997-98; 1998-99) . 

Prior School 

During the third year of the pilot, 73% of the students had been enrolled in a regular 
public school prior to joining TRIO, another 13% had been home schooling and the other 
11 % had been attending either private or parochial school s, or alternative public school 
programs (see Table 5) . 

T bl 5 P a e : rev10us sc h tt d d b TRIO t d t oo s a en e 1y s u en s, years t wo an d tl iree. 
Year 3 Year 2 

Chisago North Rush 
Lakes Branch City All All 

(n=32) (n=44) (n=22) (n=98) (n=67) 
Percent Percent 

Regular public school 66 86 62 73 64 
Home school 19 4 23 13 2 1 
Private or parochial 4 4 8 5 11 
Alternative public school 8 4 8 6 4 
Source: Student Phone Survey (spring 1998; spring 1999). 
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Participant Characteristics 

Reasons for Enrolling 

Parents' Reasons 

When asked for the main reason they enrolled their child in TRJO during the program 's 
third year, 1 out of 3 parents cited their child' s failure to thrive in the previous school 
environment. Indications of the failure to thrive included students ' anxiety or "school 
phobia" and anti -social or general disengagement from the traditional school setting. 
Several parents also suggested that TRJO was the last option they could find to keep their 
child in "school''. 

He has severe anxiety related to being at school. Last year, he missed most of the 
year. - parent 

She was a heartbeat away ji"om being hauled in for truancy. She just doesn 't like 
going to school. - parent 

Approximately 1 out of 6 parents cited TRJO's capacity to meet the non-academic, 
special needs of their child as the main reason for their participation in the program. For 
many of these students, health problems or responsibilities as teen parents made TRJO a 
better option in the eyes of parents. 

Other key reasons why parents enrolled their child in the TRJO program included: 

• parent' s dissatisfaction with the child 's former school, including concerns 
about safety, peer pressure, and the quality of education ... 

I was dissatisfied with the local middle school- an ineffective principal, out 
of control students, and a dangerous environment. 

• the program 's capacity to provide individualized instruction for the child 
who was gifted and talented, or for the child who had difficulty learning due 
to an attention deficit disorder or learning disability . . . 

She needed a different technique of learning; more hands-on learning. 

• the need for an alternative to or a means of enhancing home schooling when 
parents felt they lacked the time or resources to be their child 's primary 
teacher. 

Few parents mentioned the use of technology, opportunities for parental participation, or 
other opportunities made available by TRJO 's more flexible school schedule as a reason 
for choosing the program. 

When taking all of the parents' comments into consideration, the tlu·ee top reasons for 
enrolling their child in the TRJO program during the program 's third year were consistent 
with the reasons given the previous years: 
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• the child 's failure to thrive in a public school environment (28%), 
• dissatisfaction with the child's fom1er school environment (15 %), and 
• as an alternative to home schooling (15%) 

Students' Reasons 

During the third year of the program, 4 out of 10 students cited their "failure to thrive" 
academically or socially in their previous school as the main reason for their enrollment 
(up from 3 out of 10 the previous year). Students mentioned academic failure, having few 
friends, facing too many dish·actions in a public school setting, and conflicts with 
teachers as examples of their social and academic difficulties. For the small number of 
students who had already dropped out of school, TRIO offered another alternative for 
obtaining a high school degree. 

I was having problems at the public school, with some of the people, and I didn't 
like most of the teachers. - TRJO student 

Approximately 2 out of every 10 students cited the individualized pace and flexibility of 
the instructional schedule as the primary draw of the program. For some students TRIO 
enrollment offered the opportunity to progress more rapidly; for others, it offered the 
opportunity to slow down to a more comfortable pace. 

I was tired of public school. Nothing catered to my needs. I don't need special 
classes. I'm not particularly advanced or behind. When I didn't understand. it 
seemed like they went too fast. When I did understand, it seemed like they went 
too slow. - TRJO student 

I have Attention Deficit Disorder so it was hard to concentrate in class ... they 
wanted you to work at their pace ... now I can work at my own pace. - TRJO 
student 

Just as many students also saw TRIO as helping them to address more personal needs 
such as caring for a newborn baby or dealing with health problems. Fewer students 
enrolled in the third year of the program, however, chose TRIO as an alternative to their 
cmTent home schooling program or as a way to enhance home schooling by gaining 
access to classes and extracurricular activities at the school (only 6%, down from 13% 
the previous year). Moreover, only 6% of students mentioned a specific interest in 
working with computer technology as the primary draw of the program. 
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Section III: 
Program Features 

This section describes the key features of the TRIO program. Information was obtained 
primarily from program documents, project meetings, a focus group with program staff, 
and surveys of parents and students . 

Program Goals 

The goals of the TRIO pilot program were to: 

• support students in being self-directed as learners, 
• provide students with an opportunity for year-round education, and 
• dete1mine how much of a students' education could be delivered via 

technology. 

In addition to the broader goals, each district was able to tailor the project to meet the 
needs of different student populations. All three dish·icts viewed TRIO as a means of 
enhancing school choice both through the delivery of insh·uction via technology and by 
offering an alternative school calendar. Adminish·ators at North Branch felt the program 
provided an avenue for students for whom the h·aditional school was not a good match . 
At Rush City, the program was seen as providing another academic alternative for non
enrolled students cun-ently being home schooled or attending private schools as well as 
another option for students enrolled in Area Learning Centers or those more generally in 
need of remediation. Early on, Chisago Lakes also identified their intent to integrate the 
on-line cutTiculum of TRIO as a regular offering in their traditional school programs at a 
later date; an option being considered by other dish·icts as the pilot phase came to a close. 

Eligibility and Recruitment 

During the program's first year, any student in grades 4-8 was eligible to participate in 
TRIO. In the second year, the program was expanded to include grades 9-12. Eligible 
students were also expected to have adequate parental support and be able to work 
without constant supervision . 

Participation in TRIO was completely voluntary, with students being accepted on a first
come, first-served basis . Advertisements for the program were placed in local newspapers 
and school newsletters and, in some dish·icts, letters about the program were sent to all 
households. For the first year, one dish·ict specifically targeted students who were already 
home schooling and those not able to attend school in a h·aditional setting (e.g., students 
homebound due to health or behavior problems). By the third year, the largest percentage 
of parents reported learning about the program through school personnel (39%) or 
through friends and relatives (23%). Still other parents learned about the program through 
television, radio, or newspaper coverage (20%) or said their child had heard about it from 
fr iends (13%). 

Although most students enrolled at the beginning of the h·aditional school year, dish·icts 
allowed enrollment at other times throughout the year if space was available. One district 
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enrolled students almost continually throughout the third year of the program, while the 
others set the window of enrollment at the beginning of semesters. 

Program Structure 

To achieve the program's goals, TRIO was initially designed to offer students: 

• a choice of school calendars; 
• contextual, applied, and individualized learning opportunities; 
• a variety of technologies for delivering learning; 
• year-round academic support; 
• access to counseling and human service support services; and 
• other support for student learning (e.g. , technology, school-to-work 

opportunities, educational resources, career counseling). 

The only program component planned but not implemented was the collaboration with 
Human Services. Efforts to provide TRIO students with access to services provided 
through the Department of Human Services were stalled at the county level. 

Flexible Learning Opportunities 

Students who enrolled in the TRIO program worked at their own pace to accomplish the 
goals outlined in their Personalized Leaming Plans. CD-ROMs and h·aditional 
insh·uctional materials supplemented comprehensive on-line cu1Ticula such as Plato® and 
NovaNet®. A Leaming Facilitator assigned to students in each dish·ict monitored their 
activities and progress, providing assistance when necessary. Students also had the option 
of continuing their studies year-round, to get ahead or simply to catch up . 

Individualized Leaming. A key feature of the TRIO program was the individualized 
learning environment. Learning Facilitators (LF) assessed each student 's academic 
standing as they entered or continued on in the program and, in two of the three school 
dish·icts, worked with the student and parents to develop a formal Individualized 
Leaming Plan (ILP). Based on the ILP or other learning plan, the LF assigned lessons, 
assisted students in setting daily and long-term goals to be accomplished, and monitored 
progress. 

Students Set Tlteir Own Scltedules. The degree to which a LF worked with individual 
students to structure their time varied by dish·ict. One LF gave her students a suggested 
daily schedule: 

• 2-4 hours for online instruction (PLATO® or NovaNet®), 
• 1 hour using CD-ROMs, 
• 1 hour of silent reading, 
• Yi hour or more for journaling, and 
• occasional use of textbooks or workbook assignments. 

This LF also had students keep a daily log of their activities and brought all of her 
students together as a group each week during the second year. In the third year, she 
began sharing students ' learning plans with them every 4 weeks to show each student 
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what they had completed and to assign target dates for the completion of the remaining 
work. 

The other LFs let their students discover on their own how best to structure their time, 
working with them on an individual basis to h·ack their progress without assuming that a 
student would make a certain amount of progress in a given period of time. As one said, 
as a Learning Facilitator "your job is different for every student. Some of them you need 
to help a lot, some you don't need to help as much." 

Monitoring Progress. Students were able to monitor their own progress by accessing 
their records within the elech·onic cunicula; Leaming Facilitators were also able to access 
these records to review individual students' progress. LFs also reviewed students' scores 
on the standardized achievement test required by their dish·ict. Initially, the intention was 
to admini ster standardized achievement tests to each student upon entering the program 
and at dates regularly scheduled by the dish·icts to allow for comparisons between 
students in the program and students in the home district. However, because this protocol 
was not always adhered to, standardized test scores were not readily available for use in 
h·acking students' progress (see Section V: Conclusions) . At the high school level, the 
LFs also kept h·ack of the credits earned by students and their progress in meeting 
requirements for graduation. 

Depending upon the dish·ict, students and parents typically received written progress 
reports either once or twice a year. For example, during the third year, Chisago Lakes 
provided quarterly progress reports with more frequent feedback being given when a 
student first started the program or if they fell behind. 

Self-Paced Technology-Enhanced Learning 

Another key feature of the TRIO program was the on-line and technology-based 
insb·uction that allowed students to proceed at their own pace and set their own schedule. 
Students could pursue all or part of their education on-line, use supplemental materials, 
attend one or more classes at the school 2

, and work on their studies year-round if they 
wished . 

The Leaming Facilitator was responsible for selecting the elech·onic resources that would 
best help a student meet the goals of his or her Individualized Learning Plan. Rush City 
relied on PLATO® as their primary elech·onic cuniculum while North Branch and 
Chisago Lakes selected NovaNET®. 

Students either used an existing home computer or, in some districts, if they met certain 
criteria (e.g., being eligible for free or reduced price lunches), students were able to 
obtain a computer tlu·ough the project. Computer systems had to meet minimum 
specifications to work with the on-line curricula and other software available through the 
program: 

• Pentium processor 
• Windows 95 

1 Some of the students were attending TRlO via the open enrollment option and thus were not 
eligible to attend classes at the schools near their homes. 
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• 100 megabytes of available hard drive space 
• 32 megabytes of RAM 
• Sound Blaster Sound Card 
• VGA monitor 
• 4X CD-ROM 
• Mouse 
• Modem 

Staffing 

The staffing for the TRIO pilot program included Learning Facilitators,3 parents, an 
adminish·ative contact from each district, a project coordinator, and an outside conh·actor 
to provide technical support. 

Learning Facilitators (LF) 

Each district hired one or more Learning Facilitators to work closely with students and 
parents in the program. The teaching experience of the LFs during years two and tlu·ee 
ranged from 2-12 years and included elementary and/or secondary school experience. 

Staff-Student Ratio. Over the course of the three-year pilot, seven different individuals 
served in the role of Leaming Facilitator. Two of the three pilot dish·icts had the same LF 
all three years of the program; in one district, students worked with three different LFs. 

During the second year of the pilot, four LF positions totaling 3 FTE were allocated to 
provide guidance and support for the 67 students enrolled in the program. In year tlu·ee, 
the level of staffing remained the same for the 98 students. The number of students 
served by each LF varied significantly between dish·icts (see Table 6) . In some dish·icts 
the LF was assigned to work with students across the grade levels while in others, they 
were assigned to either elementaiy, middle, or high school students . 

Table 6: Ratio of Learning Facilitators (LF) to Students, years two and three. 
Year Three Year Two 

# LF Positions # LF Positions 
Half- Full- Students Half- Full- Students 
time time perLF Time Time perLF 

Chisago Lakes 2 0 8-11 2 0 10 
North Branch 0 1 17 [2] I 1 39-44 
Rush City 0 1 25 0 1 18-25 

.. 
Source: Leanung Fac1htator records (1997-98, 1998-99). 
Notes: 1 In North Branch, the LF left during the year and was replaced by two part-time 

ositions. 

3 The title of "Learning Facilitator" was adopted during the third year of the proj ect to better 
refl ect the role of the program staff that worked directly with students. Previously, they had been 
known as "Learning Managers." 
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Responsibilities. The role of the LF was to "support students and parents and to manage 
the resources." Specifically, they were to: 

• set up individual learning plans, 
• be familiar with the technology and learning software and assist students in 

using it, 
• provide direct educational and personal support for the students and obtain 

outside support as needed, 
• communicate with the students and parents, 
• work with their administration contact at the district as needed to make 

decisions regarding learning and program coordination, and 
• ensure that students met all district and state educational requirements. 

When LFs were asked to reflect on how they spent their time each week, the estimates 
varied by district: 

• 11 to 50% of their time reviewing, preparing, and selecting curriculum for 
students; 

• 8 to 40% providing technical or academic support to students; and 
• 10-17% assessing and reporting student progress. 

Other LF duties, that again varied by district, included: setting up field trips, organizing 
social events for the students, preparing records for students transitioning into other 
school settings, talking with school social workers, working with district administrators 
on programmatic issues, and talking with new families interested in the program. 

In general, LFs reported spending relatively little time communicating with parents, 
prefelTing to address the discussion of academic problems first with the student. On 
average, they estimated that they communicated at least once a week with students, often 
by email but sometimes over the telephone or in person. During the third year of the 
program, at least one LF said she made communication with parents a priority. 

Parents 

Parent involvement was stated an integral part of the program. In general , parents were 
expected to provide academic assistance to their child and monitor progress ; they were 
not, however, required to be home when their child was working on their studies. 

Project Coordinator 

A half-time Project Coordinator, hired in the spring of 1996, oversaw planning and 
implementation of the program across all three districts. His primary responsibilities 
included: 

• serving as the primary contact with the superintendents and admini sh·ative 
representatives from the three districts; 

• facilitating decision-making on software and hardware for the proj ect; 
• working with Leaming Facilitators to resolve issues; 
• facilitating h·aining for parents on Internet use; 
• working with the technology support staff to solve problems; and 
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• serving as the liaison with the Minnesota Department of Children , Families, 
and Learning. 

District Administrative Contacts 

Each district appointed an administrator to work with the Learning Facilitator on any 
issues regarding student learning and program coordination. In some districts, the LF 
could rely on this contact person to have access to the information s/he needed about 
individual students or to find answers to questions posed by student and parents. In other 
districts , such assistance was not readily available through the designated contact and 
other dish·ict personnel had to be identified and contacted by the LF. 

Technical Support Staff 

Initially, the TRIO program intended to use dish·ict technology personnel for technical 
support beyond that which parents and LFs could provide to students. During the pilot, 
however, the dish·ict technology staff did not have the time available to assist the project 
so a local firm was hired to help with the initial setup of hardware and software, and to 
provide basic troubleshooting. Additional technical assistance for the elech·onic curricula 
was available online and, to some extent, from the manufacturers. 

The Nature of Curriculum and Instruction 

Technology-Enhanced 

The nature of instruction, as expected, was highly technological. The vast majority of 
students (76%) reported spending more time using a computer for schoolwork in the 
TRIO program than they did at their previous school. 

Most of students' computer time was spent using the elech·onic curricula (NovaNet® or 
PLATO®), using other curricula provided via CD-ROMs, or working on the Internet. 
Little time was spent learning keyboarding skills and using the application programs so 
often employed in schools: 

• only 1 in 3 students regularly used word processors, and 

• less than 1 in 10 students regularly used other productivity tools (e.g., 
presentation software, spreadsheets, databases) 

The high-tech emphasis was also clear in the types of instructional materials that were not 
used: 

• 67% of students never or rarely used textbooks, and 

• 60% never or rarely used worksheets or workbooks 

Some students did, however, attend fieldtrips organized by their LF and about half vis ited 
libraries or museums, or sought out experts as resources from time to time. About 1 in 4 
students also attended other classes, such as art and music, at a school in their district. 
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Flexible Time for Learning 

Students and parents highlighted the flexible schedule and self-paced learning as 
important program features. Because each student was working to accomplish the goals 
and objectives laid out in his or her individualized learning plan, they could set their own 
schedule and work at their own pace, even going to school year-round if they chose to. 
For some students, this meant putting in longer hours a few days each week; for others it 
allowed them to spread learning over longer periods of time. While the majority of 
students gave some attention to a variety of subj ects during any given week, some 
worked intensively on one subject at a time. 

• 60% of the students did schoolwork five days a week; 19% did so 4 days a 
week, and 12% only 2 or 3 days. 

• Students spent from 1 to 7 hours a day on their schoolwork for an average of 
3.6 hours per day. 

How TRIO Compared to Students' Previous Schools 

Students were asked to describe how the allocation of instructional time in TRJO 
compared to their previous school. As Figure 1 shows, 58% of the students said they 
were spending less time on their schoolwork than they did in their previous school while 
30% said they were spending more. Over half of the students said they were spending 
less time on art and music. 
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Figure 1: Amount of time spent on learning 
activities in TRIO as compared to prior school, 
year three. 
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Non-Instructional Time 

TRIO students were also asked to compare the nature of their social and discretionary 
time since being in the program to what they had experienced while attending a 
traditional school. 

As Figure 2 shows, many students were spending more time working at a paying job 
(average 5.6 hrs/wk) and helping out around the house (7 .3 hrs) since they entered the 
TRIO program. Just over a third said they were doing more reading for pleasure (4.5 hrs) 
while almost as many were more frequently tuning into the television (8.5 hrs) each 
week. Participation in extracurricular activities did not change from a relatively low level 
of 1.4 hours per week suggesting that the students enrolled in the program were perhaps 
less involved in traditional school activities to begin with. 
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Figure 2: Amount of time spent on non
instructional activities while in TRIO as 
compared to prior school, year three. 
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Section IV: 
Program Effectiveness 

This section presents findings related to the effectiveness of the TRIO pilot program. 
Info rmation was obtained from interviews with program staff and key admini strators, and 
surveys of parents and students during the second and third years of the three-year pilot. 

Effectiveness of Key Program Features 

Technology-Enhanced Learning 

Students and parents were asked about the ease of using the technology provided through 
the TRIO program and the availability of technical support. In genera l, students fe lt the 
software programs were easy to use but did encounter troublesome hardware problems. 

• Students fe lt the computer programs were easy to use with little training (87% in 
year two, 97% in year three). 

• 1 in 5 students enrolled during the project's third year reported technical 
difficulties as one of the things they liked least about the TRIO program. 

• Half of the students felt the software programs provided helpful on-line 
assistance whi le the other half did not. 

• 2 out of 3 parents were satisfied with the various sources of technical ass istance 
they received through the program. 

Self-Paced and Motivating 

When students were asked about the impact of the technology and electronic cunicula on 
their learning they noted several positive effects. Most notably, the technology was able 
to support almost all students in becoming more self-directed and self- sufficient as 
learners by letting them set their own schedule and work at a pace that fit their particular 
learning needs. The majority of students were also more motivated by the multimedia 
programs that made learning more fun and more interesting. 

• 3 out of 4 students said the on-line cuniculum made school more interesting 

• Most students said the technology made learning fun (72% in year two, 64% in 
year three) 

• Almost all students said the technology allowed them to work at their own pace 
(98%) 

• 1 in 3 parents cited students' ability to work at their own pace and on a flexi ble 
schedule as what they liked most about the program: 

I liked the flexibility, being able to be there to help him, and that he can work 
independently. - TRIO parent 
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The Curriculum 

Although the on-line programs were successful in providing an individualized learning 
environment for students and keeping most of them engaged, they were not perceived as 
challenging enough for all students. Still , the majority of parents were pleased with the 
expectations for students' academic performance and the cmTiculum and material s used 
to meet these expectations. 

• Most students felt the electronic curricula challenged them to do their best ( 61 % 
in year two, 70% in year three). 

• Most parents were satisfied with the computer-based instructional material s (e.g., 
NovaNet®, Plato®, CD-ROMs) (67% in year two, 76% in year three 

Leaming Facilitators (LF) were asked to rate the instructional features, usability, and 
overall value of the two primary on line software programs on a scale of 1 to 7, with " 1" 
being inferior and "7" being superior. 

Table 7: Learning Facilitators' ratings of the online software. 

Instructional Features 

Clear objectives 
Objectives relevant to district outcomes 
Objectives relevant to state standards 
Scope and sequence 
Appropriate instructions 
Frequency of feedback during instruction 
Socially appropriate (absence of bias) 
Appropriate reading level 
Range of challenge (i.e., will grow with the student) 
Motivation potential 
Supports students in working at the own pace 
Supports students in monitoring their own progress 
Can be tailored to meet the learning needs of the student 

Usability 

Ease of installation 
Minimal training required for use 
Ease of movement within the program 
Ease of obtaining assessment results 
Availability of on-line assistance 

Value 

Overall value of this product given the cost 

NovaNet 
(n=4) 

Mean 1 

4.75 
5.25 
5.25 
5.25 
5.50 
5.00 
5.67 
5.67 
4.75 
3.50 
5.25 
4.50 
3.75 

6.25 
5.50 
5.50 
5.50 
4.67 

6.00 

Notes: Ratings could range from I to 7, with " I" being inferior and "7" being superior 
Source: Leaming Facilitator survey, spring 1999. 

Plato 
(n=3) 

Mean 

5.33 
5.33 
5.00 
5.00 
5.33 
5.00 
5.50 
5.00 
4.00 
5.33 
6.33 
5.67 
3.33 

5.67 
5.67 
5.00 
4.67 
1.50 

4.50 
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As Table 7 illustrates , both programs received above average ratings with respect to the 
instructional quality of curricula and it's usability. Both programs, however, received 
only average ratings in the extent to which they could be tailored to meet the needs of 
students . NovaNet®, which was much more text-based, was rated low in its potential to 
motivate students, while the multimedia presentation of Plato® rated higher. The 
availability of online assistance with Plato®, however, was a feature that was lacking in 
the program. In considering the cost of the online services, both programs received above 
average ratings on their overall value with NovaNet® being rated somewhat higher than 
Plato®. 

Although the development of a comprehensive curriculum for TRIO students was not a 
goal of the project, over the course of the project it became clear that unifying framework 
was needed to pull together the on- and off-line insh·uctional materials. In response to this 
need, one LF began developing a basic ?1" and 81

" grade curriculum at the end of the 
second year. The three districts, however, continued to vary in the extent to which they 
relied upon the online curricula. One dish·ict offered students a variety of "off-line" 
assignments and special projects during year tlu·ee and all three districts involved their 
students in the Internet-based Maya Quest®. 

A district adminish·ator that commented on the software also suggested a need to offer 
students a more comprehensive cmTiculum, one that aligns well with the Minnesota 
Graduation Standards: 

The NovaNet® curriculum has the advantage of providing a curriculum base and 
a management system. However, it is too much like an electronic textbook. The 
curriculum needs to be more constructivist and process-oriented. I would like to 
see more of the following in the learning activities: accessing a variety of sources 
for information, distinguishing relevant from irrelevant information and fact 
from opznzon, collaboration, research, problem-solving, analyzing and 
synthesizing data, and recognizing that there can be multiple solutions or 
approaches to an issue. - District Administrative Contact 

Assessment 

Procedures for h·acking and reporting students ' progress in the program improved over 
the tlu·ee years of the pilot program. During year two, 76% of parents said the amount of 
information they received about their child's progress in the program was "too little" . 
Many wanted to receive feedback more often and in a written format. By the end of the 
third year, after program staff had worked to address this concern, the percentage of 
parents who still felt that the amount of feedback was lacking had dropped to 56%. 

Standards of Comparison. One concern of parents was the lack of standards against 
which to judge their child's academic progress. Although "progress reports" noted the 
amount of time students spent working on different online curriculum modules, given the 
self-paced nature of the program, however, it was not possible to rely on traditional 
comparisons of whether students were progressing at a rate equal to that of their peers. 
Moreover, simply tracking students ' progress tlu·ough the curriculum was complicated by 
the fact that the software programs would not let a student continue until they had 
demonsh·ated a certain level of mastery (e.g. , 80% correct responses) . 
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[I'd like} progress reports which show where you are, what the average is, what you 
have to do. Show how much time is allotted for each piece of work - TRIO parent 

[I'd like} a way to tell how many credits the programs are worth or where your 
children are. - TRIO parent 

A lot of information I got was a record I couldn't understand. I'd like to hear, 'She's 
taking an average length of time to do this, taking longer than average to do this. It 's 
hard to /mow from this end. - TRIO parent 

The LF in one district aclmowledged that the cmTent reports sent out to parents could be 
confusing: 

"The profile we have now is awfitl; it doesn't make any sense to kids or parents 
which kind of defeats the purpose of reporting to parents if they can 't understand 
it ... .I am reporting the course the student is enrolled in and their progress in that 
course, which is also the way other schools report. But ours is this big graph and 
the only thing that makes sense is the visual at the bottom where it has a little bar 
graph for each grade level, and you can see how fi1ll it is. For example, if you are 
an eleventh grade student, and the ninth grade bar is only halfway full, you know 
where you are. All the kids don't understand that, though .. " - TRIO Learning 
Facilitator 

Progress 011 /11dividual Leamillg Plans. Tracking students' progress in accomplishing 
the goals set out in their personalized learning plan was even more subjective and 
complicated by the self-paced programming. Rubrics for assessing progress on each 
assigned course or task was rated in one district as "exceeds expectations," "meets 
expectations," or "needs improvement." The definitions of these ratings all made 
reference to the rate of progress which, as one LF explained, was based on quarterly 
markers of the time it would take a student to complete the assignments for a typical 
nine-month school year. 

Standardized Achievement Tests. Another source of data on students ' academic 
performance and progress over the year was to be obtained through the annual 
administration of a standardized test. Students in the program were to take the same test 
as students in their home dish·ict. However, changes in the participating districts ' testing 
schedules (e .g., from fall to spring) and difficulties in tracking down students who had 
left the program before the end of the school year made it impossible in all but a few 
isolated cases to examine student achievement it in a meaningful way the pilot. 

The Minnesota Graduation Standards 

Profile of Leami11g/Performa11ce Packages. In only one dish·ict did TRIO students 
complete performance packages, doing so with students at the eighth and ninth grade 
levels (one LF in that district had worked with several packages during the previous year 
in another district and identified six for use with ninth graders). Some LFs expressed 
concern about the burden of developing and scoring 24 performance packages. In some 
cases, it is not possible to simply adopt packages used in the same grade level at other 
schools in the district because they required small group work or specific resources. For 
example, it was suggested that TRIO students use a package being used in the high 
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school. The LF discovered, however, that the package required 20 hours of video viewing 
and that the tapes could not be taken outside the high school. 

In one of the districts that did not use performance packages, the LF commented on how 
the TRIO program could actually expand students' opportunities to meet the graduation 
standards: 

I think the potential for meeting standards is enormous. We can offer things a 
traditional high school can't because a traditional high school has to have 
enough students interested in taking this class to offer it. If I have one student 
who wants to do it, and the course and the assessment are there, they can do it. -
TRIO Learning Facilitator 

The primary obstacles to planning and implementing graduation standards in the TRIO 
program were: 

• the different approaches each district was taking when dealing with the 
graduation standards (e.g., timeline, content) and the fact that they wanted their 
LFs to follow the implementation process from their home dish·ict; 

• finding models of performance packages for this kind of program (e .g., those 
used Area Leaming Centers and in independent study) and people familiar with 
these models; 

• providing LFs with time to deal with the standards (e.g., no in-service time meant 
they were left out of the process of learning about and planning for 
implementation of the standards) ; and 

• the difficulty in obtaining approval for the performance packages LFs developed 
because of the time involved and the different fonnat. 

State Tests. In all three dish·icts, at least some eligible students did not take the 
Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment (MCA) or the Basic Standards Tests (BST) in 
reading, math, and writing. In at least one district, nearly 50% of eligible students did not 
take the tests . That dish·ict has since instituted a requirement for families enrolling in 
TRIO: that they must commit to getting the students to school for Minnesota assessments 
and standardized testing. For some students, transportation to school appeared to be a 
banier, as did anxiety about taking the tests in a classroom with 30 students they didn 't 
know. In at least one district the LF worked around the latter issue by administering the 
test in a separate classroom for TRIO students. 

Some of our TRIO students did not attend the state testing sessions for the Basic 
Skills Tests and the Minnesota Comprehensive Assessments, though they were 
informed about it several times. We tried to make it clear that students must pass 
the BST in order to receive a diploma fi"om a MN public school. Next year, our 
LFs will meet students and stay with them during the testing. About half of the 
TRIO students were previously home-schooled. Perhaps coming to an unfamiliar 
setting increases the apprehension about testing. - district administrative contact 
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Support for Learning 

Students' Views. Providing the support students need to be independent learners required 
both academic and personal support systems. In general, most students felt they had the 
resources and help they needed to do their schoolwork during the second year of the pilot 
but not during the third and final year: 

• The majority of students had help they needed to complete their schoolwork 
(74% in year two, and 56% in year tlu·ee). 

• Students also felt that they had the resources to complete their assignments (80% 
in year two, 51 % in year tlu·ee ). 

A key source of academic assistance- the Leaming Facilitator-was often not as 
available to students as they needed them to be: 

• Approximately 1 in 4 students during the program ' s third year mentioned 
difficulty in reaching their Leaming Facilitator when they needed academic 
assistance as one of the things they liked least about the program: 

In part, this issue seemed to arise from the large number of students being served by a 
single LF some of the districts. Still, the timeliness of LFs responses to students request 
was an issue that arose in all tlu·ee dish·icts and one that had a great impact on students 
enrolled in this self-paced, individualized program: 

The Learning Facilitator seemed to take forever to get back to me ... .Just when I 
didn't understand things and there was no one to help me ... . When I got stuck in 
math, I waited for help from Learning Manager for up to a week ... .! would call, 
and it would take her two to three weeks to call back .... The LF is really busy. I 
think they need a lot more support.-TRIO students 

When asked how they would improve the program, more than 40% of students who 
suggested increasing the number of LFs and providing other sources of academic 
assistance to make it more timely: 

They need more help. More than one Learning Facilitator. There should be a LF 
in the office all day so if a student has problems they get immediate help, not 
have to wait a few days . - TRIO student 

Make the learning groups smaller. They have 40-50 p eople p er LF [in my 
district]. If they had smaller groups the LF could get back to you faster. - TRIO 
student 

Have a help line. When I got stuck on my math, it would have been good to have 
someone to call and explain where I was. It's easier to have a person explain it 
to you than to read it and lly to get it yourself. - TRIO student 

Pareuts' Views. Overall, parents tended to be less satisfied than the students with the 
academic support available to their child, though improvements were noted over the 
course of the pilot. By the end of the pilot program, more parents were satisfied with the 
academic assistance their child received (48% in year two, 58% in year three). In general, 
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parents who continued to be dissatisfied cited the lack of any assistance or delays as the 
main issue. Many parents wanted increased access to their LF or to other teachers who 
might ass ist their child via email or a homework hotline. Almost all parents were 
interested in having a homework hotline where their child could call in day or night 
during the week and talk with a learning aide about his or her schoolwork. 

Like the students, many parents questioned whether staffing levels were sufficient to 
allow LFs to communicate with the frequency they or their chi ldren needed: 

They need to have better student-teacher contact. The Learning Manager needs 
to be more tuned in to what the kids are doing on the computer. More 
com11nmication. - TRIO parent 

Maybe have more than one [LF]. If they are so busy, have a couple so that if you 
can't get a hold of one, you can get a hold of another. - TRIO parent 

In the dish·ict with the highest Learning Facilitator to student ratio, the LF acknowledged 
she had too little time to meet the needs of all students and parents: 

The way it is for me right now is that I have 44 students and their parents. They 
are all tugging at my shirt saying, 'I need you. ' I can't respond to all 44 the way 
I should; so I am putting little Band-Aids on eve1y body, but I am not resolving 
the problems that need to be resolved. I know the things that need to be done; it 
is finding the time to do that. - TRIO Learning Facilitator 

Parent Involvement 

Parent involvement was a stipulation of enrollment in the program and indeed most 
parents thought the amount required was reasonable. Only a few said they had invested 
more time than they had expected with most saying they had spent less time. 

• Parents spent less time working with the program than they had anticipated ( 44% 
in year two 25% in year three) 

• Most parents were satisfied with their level of involvement in the TRIO (64% in 
year two, 71 % in year three) 

• Many parents would like to be more involved, but fewer in the third year (67% in 
year two, 54% in year tlu·ee) 

Parents who expressed an interested in increasing their participation in the program said 
they would like to : 

• receive more information about the curriculum and the instructional options 
available to their child; 

• receive progress reports more frequently; and 
• participate in field h·ips or other proj ect-based learning opportunities with the ir 

child. 
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In most cases, the LFs saw a clear link between parent interest and involvement and 
student progress in the program: 

You really need to see it as an education, not as afi1rther step to fl y , a last straw 
to grab at. It isn't going to work then .. .I am not saying that the parent needs to 
teach their children ... Parents need to be ready to say, 'You are at home; you 
need to learn. How are we going to best accomplish this? If you 're talking about 
it with a 10-year-old, you have to be there. Maybe with a 16-year-old, you do11 't 
have to be there to set up a schedule and make sure they follow it. The student 
has to want to do it; there can't [simply] be a parent push. - TRIO Learning 
Facilitator 

With the elementary and middle school students I find that parental support or 
big brother/big sister support is an important component ... . Their maturity level 
is just not quite there. I can see the ones who have been left home alone were the 
ones that I was hounding, calling on the phone. They 're not working; they'd 
admit that they were slipping. Watching too much TV and getting up later and 
later eve1y morning. Over the three years the ones that didn't have that support 
at home ended up going back to school because they realized themselves that 
they needed more structure. - TRIO Learning Facilitator 

We have to document a sign that says, 'the parent's involvement is crucial to this 
program. You must be willing to be involved in your child's education. ' They all 
say, 'Yes, I want to,' but then when it comes down to it they don't have the time 
or they work or they do this. I don't think it's always that they don't want to; it is 
that they don't have the time. - TRIO Learning Facilitator 

To ensure parental involvement, it is essential that parents be kept well informed. During 
the third year of the program, many parents felt that the communication with their LF was 
too infrequent. When asked how often they would like to conm1L1nicate with the LF, 1 in 
3 parents wanted weekly contact. Another 1 in 4 parents suggested contact every two 
weeks, while another 1 in 4 wanted at least monthly contact. 

At least once a week so we can see where we stand. If they tell me what my daughter 
is doing I could make sure she does it. - TRIO parent 

Virtually from March 1998 through Februmy 1999 there was no accurate 
communication about where [my child} stood, her grades. It was ve1y stressfiil for 
her though she worked hard, not to know where she stood. Ideally, I would like to 
hear [about her progress] eve1y six weeks to two months, matching with what the 
high school does. I'd go as long as every three months as long as it was accurate. 
But they need to know where they stand three months before the school year ends. -
TRIO parent 

I would have liked a little more communication on how [my son} was doing. Not that 
he fell behind or anything. We have no idea just exactly where he is. It's not like a 
book you can open up and check progress. Once a month would be good. - TRIO 
parent 

In general, though, parents felt that the lines of conm1L111ication had improved over the 
course of the pilot program, especially in the areas of progress reporting and information 
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about school events, two areas of concern during the second year. Still, parents tended to 
want more information about: 

• their child's progress (76% in year two, 56% in year three) 

• events going on in the school district (57% in year two, 43% in year three) 

• special services, such as health screenings, being offered through the school 
(38% in year two, 56% in year three) 

Non-Academic and Social Support 

With regard to the non-academic support services available to their child through the 
program (e.g., counseling, social services, etc.), less than half of the parents were 
satisfied with this program feature. This finding was not surprising given that initial plans 
to develop the social services component were waylaid by difficulties in forming the 
necessary collaborations with human service agencies. 

Impact of the Program 

In the absence of longitudinal data from standardized achievement tests for the vast 
majority of students, this evaluation examined the extent to which students were self
directed in their learning and how well the program met students' special needs . 

Self-Sufficiency as Learners 

TRIO students were, on the whole, self-motivated as learners and felt that the program 
supported them in being self-directed in their learning: 

• The majority of students felt they, and not their parents or learning manager, 
were most responsible for their learning (83% in year two; 88% in year three). 

• The majority of students enjoyed working by themselves most of the time (74% 
in year two; 71 % in year three) . 

I'm an independent person. I like working by myself, and I never had those 
choices while I was in school.- TRIO student 

• Many students said they rarely or never needed to be reminded to do their 
schoolwork (48% in year hvo; 49% in year three). 

• Many students were excited about their studies at least some of the time (in year 
two: 52% some of the time, 20% most of the time; in year three: 61 % some of the 
time, 15% most of the time) 

Meeting Students' Needs 

Over the three pilot years, both students and parents viewed the TRIO program as a 
means of addressing students' special needs. In particular, TRIO seemed to provide 
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students with an environment that reduced stress and improved students' attitudes 
towards learning: 

• For many students, TRIO was better able to meet their needs than their previous 
school (60% of students in year two; 49% in year three). 

• Students ' attitudes toward school improved (43% of students in year two ; 51 % in 
year three). 

• Students were stressed when it came to school and learning (58% of students in 
year two; 76% in year three) 

Self-Paced. Approximately 1 in 3 students enrolled during the third year of the program 
mentioned the ability to work and learn at their own pace as one of the best features of 
the TRIO program. For many students, TRIO also offered the opportunity to work alone 
in the ways that best met their needs. In the words of one student: 

My favorite part would be the interactiveness of being able to explore my ow11 
imagination and not having anyone stop me. And not having people tell 111 e I 
need to do it their way and not my own way. - TRIO student 

Another 1in4 students praised the flexibility of the program 's schedule that allowed 
them to work at the time of day of their choosing. This often freed up time to do other 
things during what normally would have been school hours, including assisting with the 
family business, working for pay, or caring for children. 

[I liked] the convenience. If you wanted to do something else that day, you could. 
You could spend 8 hours a day or less. Your schedule can shift; you don't have to 
have a set time; so I could do things when I wanted to. You have more leisure 
time. - TRIO student 

[I liked] not having to get up at 6:30 a.m. I can use various computers at 
different locations. I can make my own work schedules. - TRIO student 

If you want a day off, you can take it. You can catch up easily if you get behind. 
You can work whenever you want . . . at night or in the day. - TRIO stude11t 

Relaxed E11viro11me11t. Students also appreciated the benefits of working at home, such 
as getting more sleep and not worrying about how they dressed or other social pressures 
often experienced in a traditional school setting: 
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It makes it easier to learn when you 're not worried about what p eople think of 
you. There are also problems with cliques at school and lots of distractions like 
people passing notes. - TRIO student 

You don 't have to get up at 6:30 a.m. and get on the bus and sp end a 9-hour day 
in school. - TRIO student 

I didn't have quite as much stress and noise as at my other school, and I wasn 't 
so crowded by other students. I get to work at home. - TRIO student 
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Each LF could point to at least a few students for whom working at home had increased 
their self-esteem, often because it offered students the chance to take a breather from the 
regular school setting and to get a fresh start, allowing them the choice of returning to 
that setting the following year. 

There are a few [students] that I would say feel much better about themselves 
and the reason they do is because they 're not getting in trouble because they are 
not in school ... They took this year off, they did this, they liked it, and they've 
talked with their mom and dad about not falling back into the pattern of getting 
in trouble .... So I guess I see them feeling better about themselves and less 
stressed and [feeling} less peer pressure. And all of those things make that 
person change. - TRIO Learning Facilitator 

Time and Space for Academic Excelleuce. A number of parents were convinced that 
being involved in TRIO had improved their child's academic experience. Students who 
may have hesitated to ask questions in a class of 30 students proceeded at their own pace 
and repeated things until they achieved mastery of the material. About 1 in 5 parents 
praised TRIO as providing an educational option for their child and described their child 
as happier or more engaged in learning: 

My kids were a lot happier being at home and could work at their own pace. 
They are a lot more relaxed and not stressed out. - TRIO parent 

She's learning so much more; it 's like a one-on-one tutor. If she gets an answer 
wrong, the computer reviews and rephrases things, the questions she missed so 
that she gets it. She really understands what she's learning. This is not true for 
public school; you can't ask 20 kids if they get it. - TRIO parent 

Social Needs. Only 1 in 5 students in the TRIO program said they missed getting together 
with friends and other social contact, although many of those who attended and enjoyed 
field trips liked the chance to spend time with other students: 

[I liked} the opportunity to get out and interact with people because when you 
are on a computer you don't really get to interact with people. - TRIO student 

It 's like you belong. You get to meet your school. You 're part of an organization. 
You don't feel quite as much on the outskirts of a web as you do when you 're at a 
computer. - TRIO student 

It 's nice to see how your fellow students are doing, where everyone is at, how 
things are for them. You meet more people. - TRIO student 

Academic Progress 

When asked what percentage of their students had either met the goals of their 
Personalized Leaming Plan or had progressed one grade level, LFs gave estimates 
ranging from 25% to 80%. Conversations with the LFs revealed that the expectations for 
the amount of work each student was expected to complete varied as well , an issue some 
felt deserved further attention. 
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In fact, the information that we shared with parents basically said that kids can 
progress at their own rate. So, if you earn one credit a year that is great. But you 
are never going to graduate! You are going to be 50 years old and working 0 11 

that last credit! We have an educational responsibility to say to the student, this 
is not the best opportunity for you. - TRJO Learning Facilitator 

I think looking at last year there was a sheet that outlined how many credits each 
kid had for the year. One kid did four orfive credits, but most people did nothing. 
In August when you look at my sheet, you'!! see that this kid did half a credit last 
year [when he wasn 't in TRJO}, and this year he has six credits with me, but he 
needs to have seven and one-half - TRJO Leaming Facilitator 

I think the program needs to set stricter guidelines as far as how much do 
students need to get don e. Because I think we are disabling the kids a little bit as 
far as not forcing them to do the work that should be exp ected of them. You know 
if they want to have a job, that is all fine and dandy, but they need to understand 
that they need to make a commitment. If they want it, they should be committed to 
it and get the work done. They should be able to go a year at a time just like 
eve1yone else, and if it takes them 12 months to do that work, that 's one thing, 
but they shouldn't have to cany over their learning plan to the next year. I have 
a lot of students who do that. - TRJO Learning Facilitator 

When students were asked how much they were learning in TRIO as compared to their 
previous school, their responses changed somewhat over the second and third years of the 
project: 

• Year two: 52% of students said they learned more, 35% about the same, 13% less 
• Year three: 34% of students said they learned more, 48% about the same, 18% 

less 

Keeping in mind that many of these students were continuing in the TRIO program, it is 
not surprising, then, that more students reported learning about the same amount. 
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Section V: 
Conclusions 

This section highlights issues emerging from the preceding discussion of the TRIO pilot 
program. 

Delivering School Success Via Technology ... 

The results of this evaluation provided some evidence of the extent to which virtual 
schools can be effective in meeting the needs of certain students. In doing so, they also 
raise questions about the nature of instruction and the social and academic elements 
inherent in education. 

Many of the students in the TRIO program left more traditional schools because of their 
"failure to thrive." For some, the social environment was difficult for them to navigate. 
Peer pressure, problems with drugs or alcohol , or simply not having many friends all 
played a role in their dissatisfaction. Moreover, these factors dish·acted them from their 
schoolwork. For the gifted and talented student, having the chance to work ahead was 
welcomed. For the struggling student, having more time and working on a self
determined schedule in a safe and supportive environment meant success. Regardless, the 
individualized and flexible nature of the program meant it could, to some extent, be 
tailored to meet the specific circumstances of a student's life. 

When queried, TRIO staff agreed that while students' academic or learning needs can, 
indeed, be met via technology, providing sh·uctured opportunities for socialization is 
necessary as well. A technology-based learning environment even has the potential to 
expand students' opportunities for learning. With access to the Internet, virtual tours , and 
a core (electronic) cmTiculum to teach the basics, Field h·ips , net pals, and a variety of 
other sh·ategies were offered in TRIO to provide some socialization for the students in the 
TRIO program, although only half of the students participate. Field h·ips seemed to be 
more popular with the younger students; some of the older students were parents and had 
to consider day care and other had jobs that may have conflicted with these activities. 

The Successful Student ... 

The bottom line regarding learning online is . .. it 1s a viable option if students are 
motivated and have adequate support: 
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The kids who are being successfitl seem to have one of two things: if they are a 
younger students they have a parent who is at home with them all day who has 
set up a time and place and expectation for learning or if they are an older 
student, they have the ability to do that themselves. - TRIO Learning 
Facilitator 

Some students need more face-to-face contact than others. I have met with one 
kid three times all year ... he's just phenomenal. We don 't talk ve1y often, but boy 
he's got his work done. And then there 're other kids who you talk to three or 
four times a week, and the computer never turns on. - TRIO Learning Facilitator 
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When you are in a [regular] classroom there are all fourth graders. They can 
have a wide range of learning styles, but not near as large as kids from fourth to 
twelfth grade [as in the TRIO program}. Now you are talking about different 
capacities, and they 're all getting something different. - TRIO Learning 
Facilitator 

Being a LF, you could forget that the students need encouragement ... because 
you are doing all the paperwork. It isn't always that personal, but you need to 
keep that there. - TRIO Learning Facilitator 

Staffing the Program ... 

As is true of any educational programs, the relative success is largely dependent upon the 
staff involved. One district struggled with three different Leaming Facilitators over three 
years. In addition to change in Leaming Facilitators, adminish·ative changes occurred 
twice. The continuity of staffing is essential early on to assure consistency within the 
program. Once processes are in place, staff h·ansition becomes less of an issue. 

When asked about the ideal number of students to be assigned to a Leaming Facilitator, 
most suggested approximately 20 students. Leaming Facilitators believe it is possible to 
work with up to 25 students, particularly if some were taking only a portion of their 
credits through TRIO, but felt that adding students above 20 deh·acted from the 
individualized nature of the program and the frequency of interaction. In the words of one 
LF: 

We had said I would stop at 20 [students] , and it seemed like I would be really on top 
of it with e-mails. Then we had a few more [students] trickle in, and I decided to go 
to 23 to see what it f elt like. With 23, I f elt, 'Oh, I should have done this, or I should 
have done that. ' - TRIO Learning Facilitator 

After observing the Leaming Facilitators for three years, a model of the ideal person for 
the position emerged as: 

Someone vvho is entrepreneurial, self-motivated, a self-directed worker, and has 
a strong work ethic. Each of these characteristics individually has merit, but in the 
Learning Facilitator it appears to be essential that all are therefor the program to be 
successful. - district administrative contact 

Learning Facilitators who are teclmology-saavy, aware of technology resources, 
and able to motivate students and provide structure as needed will serve this kind 
of program well. - TRIO Program Director 

Still , an investment in training for the LFs, students, and parents in technology is needed 
to enhance learning in a program like TRIO. 

Such training is essential because the effective use of technology in instruction is 
a complex task with many issues; issues that must ultimately be resolved by the 
parents' and LFs 'judgment and experience. It takes several years before a LF 
feels fully comfortable applying technology as the classroom. Competent use 
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extends far beyond operational and technical know-how into the domain of 
instruction, practice, and materials selection. For these reasons, people 
development must be an ongoing, critically important activity. - TRIO 
Project Coordinator 

Throughout the pilot, the issue of teacher Ii censure was raised as a potential area of 
concern: 

We didn't know if curriculum or instructional problems would arise as students 
progressed through a full course of study. Would the content become too 
specialized for the LFs to deliver? How would we handle problems of student 
understanding without training in each of the specific content areas? So far, 
neither of these concerns has become an issue. Our two LFs are both licensed 
teachers. Th e one who manages students in grades 4-8 has an elementa1 y license 
and the 9-1 2 LF is licensed in Social Studies.- district administrative contact 

How well the electronic curriculum fit with both the district and state standards was also 
explored: 

Our core curriculum for TRIO is NovaNet®. It defines the specific sequential 
objectives for the various content areas and provides the tutorial instruction. The 
learning managers have supplemented NovaNet@ with lessons ji-0111 CD-RO Ms, 
the Internet and other sources and aligned this curriculum as closely as possible 
with the curriculum of the school district. They have consulted with the content 
area teachers when necessmy and have arranged for a tutoring session at the 
school when the student encounters a content hurdle that couldn't be overcome 
through software or assistance Ji-om the LF. 

Emerging Policy and Program Issues ... 

The TRIO pilot program explored many issues and raised others. Some of the more 
pressing ones are presented here . 

Clear expectations and policies: What is the role of students? Of parents? Of Leaming 
Facilitators and other district staff? What are the requirements for admission and 
continued enrollment in the program? How will students' progress be monitored and 
reported? What are the expectations for annual progress? 

You need to really make sure y ou have y our guidelines and procedures in line before 
y ou start a program for the school district. You need to have some set guidelines. 
What are your exp ectations for the students? Are there certain types of students you 
are going to encourage to be in the program ? We didn 't have that; it was pretty wide 
open. We were letting any one in; we were going to let them go at any pace they 
wanted to. 

Curriculum Standards: In offering students an alternative to the traditional school 
setting, how do we ensure that it doesn 't become a watered-down version but rather an 
individualized program that is challenging for students of different ability levels? To 
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what extent are students being asked to do authentic tasks? What activities are needed to 
supplement the online "canned curriculum"? 

Organization Support: What is the impact of housing TRIO and each of the LFs in 
different places (e.g., at an Area Leaming Center, an elementary school, the district 
office) in terms of ease of access to district administrative contact, building principals and 
perception of the program by other teachers? Initially, the TRIO program was designed as 
a coordinated project, not one housed in individual districts. The participating dish·icts , 
however, did not agree on one type of learning plan (e.g. , life learning plan). The 
temporary solution was to implement the program district by dish·ict. A more permanent 
solution could be to hire an overall program coordinator, designate the program an Area 
Learning Center, and require that students meet individual districts' graduation 
requirements. 

Maintaining Flexibility: How can programs like TRIO be designed to accommodate 
students who need only temporary alternatives and students who would be better served 
by a multi-year involvement? 

Student Aide Payments: On what basis should school dish·icts be compensated for 
TRIO students? Generally, "seat-time" is used as a means of h·acking student enrollment 
and thus allocating student aide payments. The current rules for students in similar 
program, i.e., Area Learning Centers, reflects the on-site nature of the alternative schools. 
As a temporary measure, the TRIO program was allowed to designate a set number of 
hours for each project the students complete (this was difficult and was seemed conh·ary 
to learning at one's own rate). A more pe1manent solution would allow LFs to say the 
student accomplished X amount of work in X hours. 

Moreover, in h·aditional schools, even if a student gets all D's, the school gets the aide 
payment; in one of the TRIO districts, students have to complete enough work at 80% 
mastery to get the credit in order to get reimbursed . 

For TRIO, I have to give a student a credit in order for me to get money for 
them; so if a student fails, I can't give them credit. But if a student at the high 
school fails , they don't take the money away from the high school. The school 
doesn 't give them the credit, but they still receive money for what they tried to do 
to help the child. And ifthe child wentfro11120% 111aste1y to 50% mastery, well 
they still improved. They failed, but they still improved; so do we get money for 
that? - TRIO Learning Facilitator 

Enrolling students from outside districts and from other states also raised the issue of aide 
payments and whether the funds follow the student. In states where the curriculum is 
standardized (e.g., Texas) and only the instruction varies, this might be Jess of an issue as 
"a student is a student no matter where they are". At the end of the TRIO pilot, the issue 
was unresolved. 

Teacher Licensure. Learning Facilitators in each of the districts were not necessarily 
licensed for all grade levels and areas with which they were working. As a temporary 
solution the state issued a variance through the program. A more permanent solution 
could be to offer the program through an Area Learning Center where it would have 
access to other licensed teachers who could sign off on curriculum, assignments, etc. 
Another option is to hire a group of licensed teachers (i.e ., paying for their release time, 
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as needed) who could act as an Advisory Board and meet monthly to sign off on program 
activities. 

Evaluating the Program 

This project also highlighted several issues to consider when designing evaluations of 
similar non-traditional learning environments. In particular, the fluctuating and self
selected population and self-paced nature of the program placed limitations on the data 
collection and analysis. 

Most notably, the self-paced learning environment made it difficult to assess the 
program's impact. During the program's second year, it became evident that students 
were enrolling in the program on an as-needed basis. Many students enrolled late and left 
early. Others, who started on time, did not remain for the entire school year. 

Additional difficulties in assessing academic progress also arise when the time spent on 
insh·uction varies and enrollment is this flexible. Personalized Leaming Plans are best 
used to guide instruction and not as the indicators of academic outcomes that parents so 
desire. Relying on district-administered standardized tests for measures of annual growth 
may also presents problems when the testing dates change, testing is not mandated, or 
student records are difficult to h·ack down. Mandating annual standardized testing to 
gather pre/post data on students in the program for three months or more would help in 
this regard. Such tests are only one measure of progress, however. Others need to be 
explored. 

The Future of Distance Education Programs ... 

Is there any evidence to suggest that TRIO is a more efficient means of educating 
students ; that is , that the program provides an equivalent level of education or better and 
at a lower cost? Yes. The only program costs are the salaries for the Leaming Managers 
and the cuniculum materials (e.g. , NovaNet®, CD-ROMs) that can also be used 
throughout a district. With a conunitment from participating dish·icts to support, be aware 
of, and work with the Leaming Facilitators and adequate support within the program, 
students in alternative programs like TRIO can be successful; beyond that, the quali ty of 
their education then depends upon the motivation of the students and their parents. 

34 

It is my opinion that Distance Learning will continue to be a valid option for 
some students. It appears that while not all students should receive their 
education via Distance Learning, it can be a viable option for 1-2% of the school 
population. It should also be considered for use in long-term homebound 
situations and is an ideal supplement .. for those parents who chose to use the 
public school curriculum and yet maintain a homeschool environment. It is lllY 
hope that the [TRIO] Distance Leaming program will continue in North Branch 
Schools. - North Branch Assistant Superintendent 
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Appendix A 

Appendix A: 
Evaluation Design and 

Work Plan 

In October 1996, the TRIO project enlisted the Center for Applied Research and 
Educational Improvement to evaluate its activities. This evaluation was designed to: 

• document the major project activities, 
• evaluate students ' academic progress, 
• determine parent and student satisfaction, and 
• assess the project ' s feasibility as a model for supporting students in obtaining 

a learner-centered, year-round education via technology. 

Key evaluation topics included: 

• student and household characteristics; 
• reasons for enrolling in the program; 
• how students ' educational and social experiences compared to those in their 

previous "school"; 
• the extent to which students were responsible for their own learning and 

motivated to succeed; and 
• the impact of the program on students' school-related attitudes, behaviors, 

and perfonnance. 

Data collection during the pilot's third year included both qualitative and quantitative 
measures (see Table Al for response rates): 

• telephone interviews with student and parents; 
• interviews with program staff; 
• review of program materials and records; 
• pre- and post-test data from nationally normed, standardized tests; 
• attendance at project management meetings. 

The data were analyzed at the student level. Quantitative data analyses were limited to 
descriptive statistics to accommodate the self-selecting nature of the sample. Qualitative 
data were reviewed for emerging themes . 
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Table Al: Response Rates by Data Source1 

Chisago 
Lakes 

Parent Telephone Survey 
Completed 22 
Refused 3 
Active2 2 
Wrong/disconnected number 0 
Six attempted contacts 1 
No phone number provided 0 

Total 28 
Response Rate3 81% 

Parent Supplement 
Completed 27 
Refused 3 
Active 2 
Wrong or disconnected 0 
number 
Six attempted contacts 1 
No phone number provided 0 

Total 33 
Response Rate 84% 

Student Telephone Survey 
Completed 26 
Refused 2 
Active 4 
Wrong/disconnected number 0 
Six attempted contacts 0 
No phone number provided 0 

Total 32 
Response Rate 81% 

Complete Data Sets4 25 
Notes: 

North 
Branch 

26 
2 
2 
4 
2 
3 

39 
87% 

34 
2 
2 
5 

1 
3 

47 
89% 

28 
2 
6 
5 
3 
3 

47 
78% 
28 

Rush 
City 

13 
2 
4 
0 
0 
1 

20 
68% 

13 
2 
4 
0 

0 
1 

20 
68% 

13 
3 
4 
0 
0 
1 

21 
65% 
12 

Total 

61 
7 
8 
4 
3 
4 

87 
80% 

74 
7 
8 
5 

2 
4 

100 
83% 

67 
7 

14 
5 
3 
4 

100 
76% 
65 

1 In May 1999, the Leaming Managers provided the evaluators with a list of students who 
had emolled in TRIO during the 1998-99 school year. Students who had participated in 
the program for at least 3 months during the 1998-99 school year by May 1, including 
those who had left the program prior to May, were placed in the pool for phone 
interviews with parents and students . 

2Households with working telephone numbers which had been contacted fewer than 6 
times at the point the intetviewing stopped are considered "active" 

3Response rate was calculated by the following fomrnla: completions/potential interview 
defined as the sum of the first three categories in Table X. 
4A complete set includes a completed parent survey, parent supplement, and student 
survey. In one case, a TRIO student was an emancipated minor; no parent interview was 
attempted, and that complete set includes only the student survey. 
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