
SUCCESS STORY

An evening high school uses  
an individualized digital  
learning solution to help  
at-risk students graduate
Mountain Education Charter High School

Overview
Mountain Education Charter High School (MECHS) is a second-chance school 
in Georgia. It offers a year-round evening program across eleven sites to 
help at-risk students earn a high school diploma. Students from other 
schools in the district also come to MECHS for credit recovery, so they can 
graduate with their class. In a nine-month period, from July 2014 to March 
2015, MECHS transitioned all its sites to a new digital learning solution 
without interrupting students’ education. The new solution is helping MECHS 
achieve its mission by providing individualized, self-paced instruction and a 
standards-based curriculum.



Challenge
MECHS, an accredited school, was founded in 1993 to help 
decrease the dropout rate in North Georgia. The school is open 
year-round from Monday through Thursday and is staffed by 
teachers certified by the state of Georgia. 

All students receive personal attention from the staff. No teacher 
can be assigned more than fifteen students, and every student 
has a mentor to encourage attendance and progress. Students 
receive additional support from tutors, graduation coaches,  
and paraprofessionals.

Most of the at-risk students are between the ages of sixteen  
and twenty-one and at least one to two years behind their 
cohort. They attend the school for a variety of reasons. For  
some, a traditional high school was not the right fit. Others,  
who are high school dropouts, are returning to school to earn 
their diploma. Still others must work during the day or take 
care of their families. Students also enroll in MECHS for credit 
recovery, having failed a course at their local high school.

During the 2013–2014 school year, MECHS decided to transition  
to a new digital learning solution to provide self-paced learning 
and differentiated instruction. Because students attend MECHS 
year-round, the school had to implement the program while 
classes were in session. It had to find the least disruptive, most 
efficient way to do so across all its sites in eleven counties.

Solution
MECHS chose GradPoint®, a set of online courses and services 
now part of the Pearson Connexus™ suite of offerings, as its new 
digital learning solution because it offers a rigorous, standards-
based curriculum and is user friendly. “We want what’s best for 
our students,” Dr. Sheri Hardin, assistant school superintendent, 
said. “Because we’re dealing with an at-risk population, if a 
program is cumbersome or hard to navigate, students become 
easily frustrated and then that defeats the purpose.”

Brad Barnes, the instructional technology coordinator, received 
an overview of the platform in a half-day on-site training session 
and was then responsible for developing and executing the 
implementation plan. Going from site to site starting in July 2014, 
he spent three weeks at each location getting the new digital 
solution up and running. 
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State 

Georgia 

School Type

Charter evening school

Number of Sites

11

School Enrollment 

1,428 full-time students

99 credit recovery students           

Grades 

9–12

PROFILE



During the first two weeks, he closed down two courses per night, 
transitioned students’ scores to GradPoint, and then had the 
GradPoint courses fully functional the next day. 

Training half of the teachers at a time, Barnes made sure that all the 
teachers received GradPoint training prior to the implementation of 
their courses. Since he was on-site for the two-week implementation 
process, he was able to clear up any problems immediately.

During the third week, Barnes dealt with any delays or challenges 
and provided follow-up support to teachers. “Other than lots of 
travel and lots of late nights,” Barnes said of the process, “it went 
fairly smoothly.”

With GradPoint, MECHS gained a curriculum that “has a very high 
bar,” according to Dianne Hardy, a math teacher. “The rigor of it,” said 
Sheri Hardin, “prepares students for post-secondary education.”

Sheri Hardin is responsible for ensuring that the GradPoint 
curriculum meets Georgia’s standards. MECHS found that it had 
very little work to do to fill in gaps, and any course customization 
in GradPoint was easy to accomplish. Where necessary, the school 
supplemented the curriculum with other Pearson materials or with 
materials it created. In the case of math, Dianne Hardy worked 
directly with Pearson to customize courses such as Advanced 
Algebra, but the school was able to do some customization, such  
as resequencing lessons, on its own. 

MECHS has the flexibility to adapt quickly to changing needs. The 
school employs part-time teachers—retirees and instructors who 
teach in district schools during the day—and if it sees an influx 
of students in math, for example, it has the means to hire more 
math teachers. The ease with which MECHS can modify the digital 
curriculum helps the school stay flexible. If test scores reveal a gap in 
student knowledge or skills, the school can adjust the curriculum to 
provide more support in those particular areas. “We don’t wait for  
a whole year to pass before we do that,” Sheri Hardin remarked. 

Another great advantage of the digital learning solution is that it  
offers individualized, self-paced instruction in keeping with the 
school’s educational approach. GradPoint “is really about the 
individual student, and that is the best part of it,” said Hardin. The 
at-risk students are coming from classrooms where they were not 
successful. At MECHS, she explained, they are in an environment 
where “it’s just about me. It’s not about how I compare to everyone 
sitting in this room because we’re all in different places, and that’s OK.”
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“

“With the flexibility 
of Pearson’s online 
programs, we are 
able to differentiate 
instruction based on  
the student’s 
knowledge, 
while providing 
individualized, self-
paced instruction. 
The use of GradPoint 
enables MECHS to 
fulfill our mission 
of helping students 
earn their high school 

diplomas.

—Sheri Hardin, Assistant School 
Superintendent



The digital solution allows students to test out of lessons if they 
already know the material, which builds their confidence. They  
can retake tests as needed, an important feature for MECHS, which 
is a no-fail school that stresses subject mastery. “GradPoint helped 
me meet my goals,” commented one 11th grader, “by being able  
to work at my own pace and being able to take quizzes or tests  
more than once.” 

For Dianne Hardy, the immediate feedback students receive  
is an essential motivational feature of the solution. “Information  
is powerful,” she noted. “When you can’t do it or if you can  
do it, it’s powerful. Giving students vision into what they had  
been successful in and what they had not been successful in has 
been advantageous.” The ease with which teachers can access 
information about students’ strengths and weaknesses and the 
amount of time they have spent on topics also helps instructors 
provide feedback in order to motivate and support students. 

Hardy finds that the curriculum design provides “a full safety net.” 
Objectives before and during instruction and practice are clear, 
and students have the opportunity to review material before 
assessments. It is also easy for students to return to topics  
they have not mastered.

Results
Many of MECHS’s at-risk students face great obstacles on their path 
to graduation. When they drop out, staff members make home visits. 
“We try to figure out what the barrier is and if there is something that 
we can do to remove that barrier. We try to get them back,” Sheri 
Hardin explained. 

“It takes a special group of people”—people whose “hearts are 
for the kids”—to find ways to help these students overcome their 
challenges, she commented.

MECHS thus defines its success student by student. “When you see 
one of those kids walk across the stage getting that diploma, it is all 
worth it,” Hardin said. “That is our mission.”

In 2014, MECHS received a Crystal Star Award of Excellence in 
Dropout Recovery, Intervention, and Prevention from the National 
Dropout Prevention Network. During the 2013–2014 school year, 
the school awarded 251 diplomas. In 2014–2015, the year MECHS 
transitioned to GradPoint, it awarded 323 diplomas. Hardin credits 
GradPoint’s flexibility and self-paced learning with helping the school 
further its mission. 
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““GradPoint 

is a superior 

standards-based 

curriculum.

—Dianne Hardy, Math Teacher
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MECHS is happy to share its experiences with other educators 
working with at-risk students. It will deliver a presentation on 
the GradPoint implementation and student success at the 2015 
symposium run by iNACOL, the International Association for K–12 
Online Learning. 

Brad Barnes is currently sharing best practices for using 
GradPoint with the instructional technology coordinator at 
Foothills Education Charter High School, an evening school 
similar to MECHS that serves at-risk students. Barnes is providing 
training so that the instructional technology coordinator, in turn, 
can train the Foothills staff on GradPoint and serve as the district 
administrator for the school. Foothills has five sites in the North-
Middle Georgia region and also partners with two prisons. From 
January through July 2015, MECHS ran the pilot program for 
GradPoint in one of the prisons.

MECHS’s future plans include transitioning fully to GradPoint.  
The school currently relies on GradPoint for most of its curriculum, 
using solutions from two other providers in a limited capacity. 

MECHS also plans to use an academic tracking system to analyze 
the amount of time it takes students to complete GradPoint 
courses. MECHS implemented the system last winter, but it will 
take a full year before the school has sufficient data. Barnes 
explained that the school will use this data to help determine  
how to best support students, so they can complete courses 
more efficiently. MECHS’s ultimate goal is to ensure the success  
of more students.

Learning 
makes
us Learning is a journey of discovery, challenge,  

and wonder. Along the way, we are transformed. 

““The courses are 

organized, easy to 

learn from, and 

very convenient.

—11th-Grade Student

To learn how a digital learning solution can help your students 
succeed, visit pearsoned.com/transforming-learning

http://www.pearsoned.com/prek-12-education/topics-in-prek-12-education/online-and-blended-learning/

