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A blended learning model helps 
incarcerated at-risk youth 
graduate and pass the GED
Illinois Department of Juvenile Justice

The Challenge
As part of its mission, the Illinois Department of Juvenile Justice (IDJJ), which operates 
School District #428, seeks to provide youthful offenders with an education that  
will prepare them for further schooling or employment once they are released. 

The district’s “primary purpose is to let the youth see that education is their ticket  
to success,” remarked Gloria Davis, the school superintendent. “We’re trying to  
provide them with a means to change their future.”

Students come to school at one of IDJJ’s six youth centers with a broad range of 
abilities and special needs. They often have large gaps in their learning because  
their education has been interrupted. In many cases, having achieved little success 
in the past, they suffer from a sense of failure, poor self-confidence, and a lack  
of motivation.

Charged with meeting the unique needs of these at-risk youth, the schools had 
limited options since the only resources the schools had were outdated textbooks. 
Students were frustrated, and it was difficult for the schools to provide  
personalized learning and a coherent, consistent educational experience.  



A Blended Learning Solution
In 2012, the IDJJ centers decided to implement Pearson’s GradPoint®, 
a set of online courses and services now part of the Pearson 
Connexus™ suite of offerings, as part of a blended learning model in 
order to better support their at-risk youth. Readying the centers to 
use the program was a complex, yearlong process. 

Before that point in time, the state did not allow youth in juvenile 
facilities to have access to the Internet. Encountering resistance 
at first, IDJJ had to overcome concerns about security and access. 
Lacking the infrastructure to accommodate the program,  
all six centers had to be hardwired for electrical power and  
Internet access. 

In addition, it took time for IDJJ to establish a consistent, structured 
approach to using GradPoint. Since she became the school 
superintendent in August 2014, Davis has made sure that staff 
members from each school participate in a series of training sessions. 
She has also instituted systematic processes for using the program 
and established procedures for monitoring students’ progress.

Students at the Illinois Youth Center-Harrisburg (IYC-Harrisburg), 
one of IDJJ’s six centers, now use GradPoint for 99 percent of their 
course work in the school’s blended learning model. According to 
Michael Butler, the principal at IYC-Harrisburg, the program provides 
students with so many options that it meets their diverse academic 
needs. Students can work at their own pace, and using the program 
for credit recovery, they can gain credits more quickly than they 
could with a traditional program. 

Kathy Ragan, an educator at IYC-Harrisburg, has found that using the 
digital program for credit recovery has been extremely beneficial 
for her students. Her “biggest challenge is motivating students who 
don’t care about school,” she said. “When students realize they can 
succeed in making up what they’ve missed in public school, they feel 
a sense of pride in that they really can learn and complete a class. 
This is a motivator and is the most helpful feature of the program.”

GradPoint has also provided coherence and consistency for the 
at-risk youth whose education has been so interrupted. Students 
frequently move from center to center in the IDJJ system, but since 
all six centers use the digital program, students can resume their 
courses without interruption. 

“They can start the English class they’re working on here at IYC-
Harrisburg right back up when they go to IYC-Kewanee,” commented 
Rebecca Mueller, a teacher and the GradPoint administrator for IDJJ. 
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“

“GradPoint gives 

students a sense of 

ownership in that 

they can set their 

pace. It’s helped 

them regain their 

confidence, which 

is a tremendous 

asset in the 

learning process.

—Michael Butler, Principal,  
IYC-Harrisburg



The Results
Using the digital learning program in a blended learning model, 
at-risk youth across the centers have met with success. Davis 
remarked, “GradPoint has provided consistency and the ability to 
individualize. It has helped to really give a positive way of addressing 
the youth’s educational needs.”

In 2015, the average grade IDJJ students received for completed 
courses was comparable to the program’s national average of  
75 percent. For the IDJJ population as a whole, the average was  
75.8 percent. For special education students, it was 76.7 percent  
(almost half of the IDJJ population has an IEP, an Individualized 
Education Program).

Since IDJJ began using the program, the number of students who 
received their high school diploma has doubled, even though the 
number of youth has dropped by 5 percent. In 2013, the first full 
year of the program’s implementation, sixty-five students received 
their diploma. In 2014, that number jumped to 110 and reached  
133 in 2015 (see Figure 1). 

The percentage of students who passed the GED has also increased 
since IDJJ began using the digital program as part of a blended 
learning model. In 2013, when IDJJ used a traditional program for 
GED instruction, 46 percent of students passed the test. In 2015, 
when IDJJ used GradPoint for GED instruction, the figure grew to 
60 percent. (2014 served as a transitional year in testing because 
IDJJ selected students to try the online GED testing program in the 
facilities for the first time.)
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FIGURE 1

Number of Students Receiving  
a High School Diploma
IDJJ, 2013–2015

“

“It is very important 

to help our youth 

understand that with 

online education, you 

can complete courses 

and you can get a 

diploma.

—Gloria Davis, School  
Superintendent, IDJJ
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For more information about digital learning programs, visit  
pearsoned.com/transforming-learning
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At IYC-Harrisburg, student success has been notable. According to 
Davis, “Harrisburg has done an outstanding job of pulling teachers 
together, having them share ideas and strategies, and utilizing 
GradPoint in such a way that students clearly get a sense  
of accomplishment.”

In the past three years, the number of IYC-Harrisburg students 
who received their high school diploma more than tripled. Thirteen 
students graduated in 2013, twenty-six students in 2014, and forty-
one in 2015. 

The percentage of IYC-Harrisburg students who passed the GED 
increased by nine percentage points, from 48 percent in 2013 to  
57 percent in 2015.

One of Ragan’s students at IYC-Harrisburg, a fifteen year old who 
enrolled in her class on March 16, 2015, completed six English 
courses by the time he left her class on June 25. By focusing on one 
subject during all four daily class periods, he was able to earn 3.00 
of the 4.00 English credits required for a high school diploma in less 
than four months.

One eighteen year old, paroled from IDJJ in March 2015, was under 
house arrest until he completed his high school credits. He could 
leave the house only to go to school or work. His family members 
were moving to a different state, and he wanted to go with them and 
enroll in college. But first he needed to graduate from high school.

The school district pays for students to access GradPoint for as long 
as they wish after they leave a youth center, and so the student 
worked on his courses whenever he was not at his job, calling 
Mueller when he finished a class or needed a test reset. Completing 
his five remaining credits in math, science, social studies, and 
electives, he graduated two months after he left IYC-Harrisburg.

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

and wonder. Along the way, we are transformed. 

“

“GradPoint is a great 

way to get up-to-date 

programs and lessons 

that are relevant to 

the students now and 

to do credit recovery 

quicker than what 

they used to do, 

because it used to be 

seat time.

—Rebecca Mueller, Teacher  
& GradPoint Administrator, IDJJ

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

