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The Challenge
Students who start below grade level in 8th grade have just a 1 in 4 chance of catching up
by 12th grade. Eighth graders who score significantly below grade level have just a 1 in 10
chance of catching up in reading and a 1 in 30 chance of catching up in math.1
Today, these odds impact a large population
of students. Nationally, 2 in 3 8th graders score
below grade level in reading and another 2 in 3
score below grade level in math.2
Struggling students face considerable and diverse
barriers to success. Students struggle with grade-level
instruction for a wide range of reasons, but particularly
because they are below-proficient readers, English
language learners, and/or students with learning
gaps. With these challenges, it can become easy to
lose hope. 70% of high school dropouts said they left
in part because they weren’t sure they could make it
to graduation—because the barriers felt too high.3
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Students who face literacy or language obstacles can
face extreme barriers to understanding grade-level
material across every subject.
Despite the best efforts of teachers and administrators,
it remains a challenge to address the wide range of
needs struggling students face. For a variety of reasons,
students often arrive at school significantly below grade
level.4 Meanwhile, teachers and staff are stretched
thin, making it difficult to address the individual needs
particular students have—especially when those needs
go beyond the scope of their content area.5
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The Opportunity
Struggling students have an enormous impact on districts’ critical performance indicators like
graduation rates, high-stakes exam scores, and chronic absenteeism.
Failing just one core class in 9th grade—or even as
early as 6th grade—can lead a student to drop out.6
80% of high school dropouts cited their inability to
pass Algebra I as a primary reason for leaving school.7
Reading and language proficiency levels within a
school can strongly influence its outcomes on highstakes exams.8 Additionally, there is a strong two-way
connection between academic performance and
chronic absenteeism.9
Struggling students’ impact on a district’s performance
has implications for its finances. Each dropout can
cost a district thousands per year in state and federal
funding. In states where funding formulas consider
attendance rates, even the smallest districts can lose
thousands per day due to chronically absent students.10
Perhaps most significantly, district property values rise
and fall with test scores. Among suburban districts,
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a 5% increase in test scores corresponds with a 2.1%
increase in property values.11 In states with an A-F
school rating system, moving from a B to an A can
increase property values by 8.7%.12
Four Takeaways to Help Struggling Students
Find Grade-Level Success
The challenges in helping struggling students achieve
success in grade-level instruction have become
increasingly urgent and complex. To meet these
challenges, districts and teachers need highly effective,
easy-to-implement strategies and resources. This
report outlines four takeaways curriculum needs to
address to unlock success for struggling students.
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Different students
have different needs.
A wide range of barriers make it challenging
for struggling students to access their
grade-level instruction. To make it possible,
curriculum needs to respond to the unique
needs of each student.
Below proficient readers need help understanding
individual words and, most importantly, with broader
reading comprehension. They benefit from carefully
selected vocabulary that introduces grade-level ideas
and terms in readily accessible language. They also
benefit from explicit instruction of the active reading
strategies needed to understand texts and assignments
across subject areas,13 as well as carefully scaffolded
resources for reading, writing, and note-taking.14
English language learners can simultaneously develop
language and subject-area mastery when the content

is comprehensible—when they understand what they’re
seeing, hearing, or reading.15 Students with a developing
or higher level of English language proficiency benefit
tremendously from simple definitions for unfamiliar
words, read aloud for text, relevant examples, and rich
visualizations and interactive learning experiences that
offer alternative representations to make meaning of
new ideas.16 Students with emerging English language
proficiency may also require native language support to
access grade-level instruction.17
Students with learning gaps need to feel like they
aren’t perpetually behind. If they get stuck, they need
immediate support to get back on track. They benefit
most from targeted remediation to prepare them for
grade-level material,18 carefully chunked instruction with
multiple ways to learn each new idea,19 and calibrated
scaffolding for grade-level assignments.20

The Apex Approach
Apex Learning embeds extensive literacy, language development, and academic supports directly into grade-level
instruction. Literacy supports include accessible text, layered assistance for academic vocabulary, and carefully
guided reading, writing, and notetaking experiences, in addition to options for read aloud. Language development
supports begin with rich, non-text representations of key academic ideas (through simulations, images, and videos),
as well as the use of simple language, vocabulary assistance, and options for read aloud and translation. For
students with learning gaps, the learning experience integrates targeted remediation into the direct instruction. It
also introduces new ideas through chunked, scaffolded instruction that builds on students’ prior knowledge and stays
grounded through connections to simple, relevant examples. With literacy, language development, and academic
supports built directly into the curriculum, struggling students can overcome the precise barriers they face to access
grade-level instruction.
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Students succeed
when learning sticks.
Even when struggling students access gradelevel material, they can only catch up if they
retain what they learn.
On average, students forget 50-80% of what they
learn overnight and 95% within one week.21 The risk
of forgetting is especially high for struggling
students, for whom new material can feel
disconnected and abstract.

progress through carefully chunked, guided instruction.24
Second, this practice needs to facilitate critical thinking
through guided discovery so that students can reach a
deeper, foundational understanding of each concept.
Practice that encourages simple repetition or
memorization isn’t enough.25

Learning sticks when students actively participate
in their education, learning by doing and building
connections as they practice and apply their knowledge
in a variety of contexts.22 This practice and application
cements students’ learning by activating the experiential
portion of their brains, rather than just the listening
and observing portion of their brains.23 For this to be
effective, two things need to happen. First, students
need to practice frequently rather than in a single,
summative activity. Students need the opportunity
to practice step by step throughout a lesson as they

The Apex Approach
Active learning is a centerpiece of Apex Learning instruction. Students participate in their learning regularly and
through a wide variety of hands-on exercises, steadily building from exploration, identification, and classification
to creative and analytical activities. Students typically engage with one to two dozen such activities per topic. The
frequency, variety, and supportive design of these activities allows students to learn by doing, which significantly
enhances their retention. Because students retain what they learn, they can excel on high-stakes exams and move on
prepared for future coursework.26
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Students’ day-to-day engagement
hinges on positive momentum.
Motivation is critical for struggling students
to reach grade level. To be motivated to
complete any task, they need to believe they
can do it.27
This begins with having the supports and scaffolding
necessary to access the curriculum, so they never feel
stuck. However, it isn’t enough for students to feel they’ve
learned the material. To be motivated, they need to
feel they can apply the material.28 This is particularly
important for students who have struggled for many
years and see classroom struggles as part of their
personal identity. By frequently and successfully applying
their knowledge in a variety of learning experiences,
students can build the positive momentum they need
to unlock their motivation. For this to happen, students
need instructive feedback when they struggle29 and
immediate feedback when they succeed so they never
wonder whether they’ve mastered the concept.30

The Apex Approach
Apex Learning gives struggling students the real-time support, engagement, and feedback they need to be
motivated. Carefully scaffolded instruction coupled with literacy, language development, and academic supports
ensure students always see a path to learning each concept. Frequent simulations and other interactive activities
keep students engaged as they move through the curriculum. Each active learning opportunity offers students
immediate, instructive feedback, which is essential to giving students the clarity, guidance, and momentum they
need to build confidence in their knowledge as they take on grade-level material.
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Students’ long-term engagement
hinges on credible hope for the future.
For struggling students to stay motivated
day after day and year after year, they need
credible hope for the future.
They need to believe not just that they can do the task
at hand, but that the task at hand helps bring them
closer to their goals. For this to be true, they need to
believe the meaningfulness of tasks and their own skills
are both high and in balance.31 If struggling students
only feel successful doing remedial work (“kid work” to
many students), they may lose motivation because they
don’t see a path to becoming successful at grade-level
work. For this reason, students are most likely to reach
grade level when remedial work is “tightly aligned” with
core, grade-level instruction.32 If high school students
find themselves trapped in a cycle of credit recovery
(failing in the traditional classroom, recovering the
credit, going on to fail the next class, having to recover
another credit, and so on), they may lose faith that they
can make it to graduation. For these reasons, shortterm success—passing a quiz or getting a credit—isn’t

enough to sustain students’ motivation. Students’
long-term engagement depends upon the belief that
the work they’re doing today is meaningful—that it’s
immediately interesting or that it will help them achieve
their long-term goals.33

The Apex Approach
Apex Learning gives struggling students credible hope for the future in two ways. First, it makes it easy for students
and teachers to remediate the precise gaps they need to close for students to understand their grade-level
classwork. This lets students feel successful alongside their peers, rather than trapped in remedial coursework.
Second, by creating a learning experience that allows struggling students to learn and retain grade-level material,
Apex Learning gives students the confidence they need to believe their efforts will lead to the outcomes they care
about. When they believe they can pass their next tests, classes, and exams, the path to success in school can, at
last, feel clear and within reach.
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Conclusion

More Success for More Students
These takeaways outline
a path to help struggling
find success in gradelevel instruction.

By giving students the precise support they need to access grade-level
instruction, helping them retain what they learn, elevating their confidence
through momentum-building feedback, and ensuring they believe their work
will lead to long-term success, districts can provide their struggling students
the learning experience they need to get and stay on track. This can be a
challenging, time-consuming task for districts or teachers to accomplish
alone, but it can be made far simpler and more efficient by joining forces with
a partner committed to and experienced in helping build that path to success
for struggling students.
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