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This brief aims to catalog accelerated learning options available within 

and across secondary and postsecondary education.

As we strive to create an education system that is responsive to the 

needs of all, we must foster pathways that afford students the 

opportunity to move through secondary and postsecondary education  

at an individualized pace that meets their academic needs. Accelerated 

learning serves as a promising tool to provide such opportunities to students. 

This brief catalogs accelerated learning options that are currently being 

implemented in schools and highlights efforts made both within and across 

secondary and postsecondary education.

Definitions

accelerated learning: A broad term that encompasses changes to the traditional  
time frame in which students accumulate credits.

Credit recovery: A structured means for students to earn missing credits needed  
for graduation.

double dosing: A form of credit recovery in which students receive a “double dose” 
(usually a double period) of an academic subject to ensure that they remain on 
schedule to complete the necessary credits for graduation. It is typically used in 
secondary education when students arrive in high school and are underprepared  
for grade-level work.

acceleration across secondary and postsecondary education: An opportunity for 
high school students to enroll in college courses and earn college credit. The programs 
in this category vary by the location of delivery, the type of instructor, and credit 
accrual at secondary and postsecondary levels (see the list of programs on page 7).

accelerated remediation: A postsecondary course sequence that reduces the length 
of remedial-level English and mathematics courses to enable students to move more 
quickly into credit-bearing classes.
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Accelerated learning options were originally developed to serve as enrichment opportunities 

for students who were high achievers. Often, these options blurred the lines between 

secondary and postsecondary education and provided students the opportunity to earn 

college credit while still in high school. More recently, accelerated learning options also 

have been used to engage middle and low achievers in their learning and increase 

academic momentum for underrepresented student populations. 

As cataloged in this brief, accelerated learning options operate within secondary and 

postsecondary education but also serve as a bridge between the two systems. 

Accelerated learning options that exist within either secondary or postsecondary 

education typically serve as recuperative strategies for students to accelerate the time 

period in which they learn content knowledge or earn credits. In accelerated learning 

options that span secondary and postsecondary education, students access content  

and earn credits in advance of their formal transition into postsecondary education.  

This strategy is effective at decreasing students’ time to degree because it provides a 

supported transitional opportunity to ensure that students have the comprehensive set  

of skills necessary for postsecondary success. 

Acceleration Solely at the Secondary Education Level
Acceleration in secondary education has taken many forms and has been used as an 

engagement strategy with a variety of student populations. In the secondary arena, 

acceleration in the form of credit recovery or double dosing has been an effective strategy 

for helping students who are academically at risk get back on track to earn a high school 

diploma. Although the research base on credit recovery in secondary education is limited, 

there are some promising findings from evaluations of models that combine double dosing 

with other student supports. For example, the Talent Development High School model 

provides double course offerings in both mathematics and English through its Ninth Grade 

Success Academy. In addition, the Talent Development model offers after-hours credit-

recovery programs and other summer and weekend opportunities for students to catch up 

on work. This model is positively correlated with increases in students’ average number  

of course credits accrued and the percentage of students who successfully transition 

from Grade 9 to Grade 10. Similarly, Talent Development participants subsequently 

graduate from high school at higher rates than peers who did not participate (Kemple, 

Herlihy, & Smith, 2005).

Serving a student population that has reentered high school after dropping out, the 

Diploma Plus program provides opportunities for credit recovery as well as dual enrollment 

opportunities once students are academically prepared. Similar to the Talent Development 

model, Diploma Plus combines acceleration with other student support services, resulting  

in positive outcomes for students who are overage but undercredited and who are often 

returning to high school or seeking an alternative pathway to graduation. This success is 
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evident at the Diploma Plus E3 Academy in Providence, Rhode Island, where gains in 

literacy (as measured by the Group Reading Assessment and Diagnostic Evaluation) among 

ninth-grade students during one academic year far exceeded the gains at other schools in 

Providence, as well as average gains nationally (Commonwealth Corporation, 2007). 

Acceleration Across Secondary and 
Postsecondary Education
Acceleration across secondary and postsecondary education includes strategies that 

leverage the resources available within each system to provide opportunities for high 

school students to earn college credit (see “Forms of Acceleration Across Secondary  

and Postsecondary Education” for examples). Along with being provided opportunities  

for earning academic credit, participants often learn valuable skills and habits related  

to college success, including time management, note taking, and the ability to navigate 

college campuses and offices (Nakkula & Foster, 2007). According to the National  

Center on Education Statistics, during the 2010–11 academic year, 53 percent of all 

postsecondary institutions (both two- and four-year institutions) reported that high school 

students took courses for college credit (Marken, Gray, Lewis, & Ralph, 2013). 

Forms of Acceleration Across Secondary and Postsecondary Education

The terminology for these programs can vary among states and institutions. We developed the 
following categories to catalog various programs and demonstrate some differences among  
the approaches.

Concurrent enrollment: College courses taught by college-approved high school teachers and 
offered at the high school for both high school and college credit. 

dual enrollment: College courses on a college campus for which students simultaneously earn 
high school and college credit. 

school-based models: Early college high schools and middle college high schools, located on  
or near a campus of a postsecondary institution, supplement high school course offerings by 
enrolling students in college courses for both secondary and postsecondary credit.

advanced coursework: Courses taught by high school faculty for high school credit that include 
national end-of-course exams to determine student attainment of college credit. Final scores that 
translate into college credit vary by institution. Examples of advanced coursework include 
Advanced Placement and International Baccalaureate programs.

Tech Prep: A planned sequence of study in a technical field that typically provides students the 
opportunity to earn high school credit and postsecondary credit toward a technical certificate or 
diploma. Federal funding for Tech Prep ended in 2011, but some states have maintained their 
programs. Others have expanded dual enrollment to include career or technical courses. 
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It is important to note that career and technical education coursework is the fastest growing 

type of dual enrollment for secondary students (Karp, Calcagno, Hughes, Jeong, & Bailey, 

2007). This trend may be attributed to students’ desire for career exploration during high 

school or their intent to earn industry-recognized credentials to improve their employability 

during both secondary and postsecondary education (Rodriguez, Hughes, & Belfield, 

2012). In addition, Tech Prep requires articulation agreements between secondary and 

postsecondary education, which facilitate many of the connections necessary to help 

students build career pathways across secondary and postsecondary education.

Although acceleration across secondary and postsecondary education traditionally has 

been considered a strategy for academically advanced students, the positive effects of 

participation in dual enrollment for student populations that are underrepresented in 

higher education have been well documented (Karp et al., 2007; Rodriguez et al., 2012). 

For example, the Early College High School network, supported by Jobs for the Future as 

the coordinating intermediary, serves 77 percent students of color and 57 percent of 

students from low-income families (Jobs for the Future, 2013). Recently completed 

research has demonstrated that participation in these schools correlates to long-term 

postsecondary success. Nearly two thirds of Early College students enrolled in college 

courses while they were still in high school, whereas less than one fourth of comparison 

students enrolled. In addition, these students were more likely to enroll in both two-year 

and four-year institutions as compared with their peers and were 20 times more likely to 

earn a college credential one year after graduation (American Institutes for Research, 

2013). Generally, participation in dual enrollment contributes to improved secondary and 

postsecondary outcomes for students, such as the increased likelihood of high school 

graduation (Karp et al., 2007; Rodriguez et al., 2012); the increased likelihood of 

enrollment in college, particularly four-year universities (Karp, 2007; Rodriguez et al., 2012; 

Speroni, 2011); improved postsecondary grade point averages; and an increased rate of 

persistence to the second year of college (Dadgar & Allen, 2011; Eimers & Mullen, 2003).

As part of the efforts to strengthen acceleration opportunities for students, many states  

and districts are beginning to offer college placement tests in high school to direct 

students toward the appropriate accelerated learning program, either dual enrollment  

or targeted inventions such as double dosing. For example, California’s Early Assessment 

Program (EAP) initiative assesses juniors on college-placement exams to better inform 

course taking during their senior year. Students are directed toward advanced courses  

or additional preparation based on their EAP test results.
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Acceleration Solely at the Postsecondary 
Education Level
Although institutions of higher education serve as active partners in the dual enrollment 

opportunities previously described, they also have created accelerated learning options for 

students already enrolled within their systems. This is caused in part by the tremendous 

number of students in need of remediation when enrolling in a postsecondary institution. 

More than 50 percent of the students entering two-year colleges and nearly 20 percent of 

those entering four-year universities are placed in remedial classes (Complete College 

America, 2012). Entering postsecondary education with the need for remediation 

decreases a student’s likelihood of graduation (U.S. Department of Education, 2004). To 

combat these challenges, many postsecondary institutions offer accelerated remediation 

programs that provide opportunities for students to move more quickly through remedial 

coursework and into credit-bearing courses. Accelerated remediation can be successful  

in getting students through remedial courses and critical gateway courses (e.g., the first 

level of credit-bearing courses in English and mathematics) that are necessary for 

obtaining a postsecondary credential. 

One example is the FastStart program at the Community College of Denver (CCD), where 

students complete two semesters of coursework in each term for mathematics, English, 

or both. Using this compressed model, students are able to more rapidly move through 

course requirements toward their credentials. Students also receive college- and career-

readiness support, primarily through a “navigator,” or case manager, who helps students 

navigate the complex system of postsecondary education and supports to help students 

fit college into their busy lives. The results have been positive, with 85 percent of the 

FastStart students completing the English and mathematics compressed sequence of 

developmental courses within 24 months. By comparison, only 48 percent of all CCD 

students beginning with a comparable skill level were able to move through the same 

number of developmental courses within 48 months. Moreover, the study found promising 

long-term results for students who completed three of the compressed FastStart 

Credit by Exam

Within both secondary and postsecondary education, opportunities exist for students to earn 
credit by demonstrating content mastery and accelerate progress toward a credential. Credit by 
exam, also called “testing out,” allows students to establish that they understand the material 
covered in a course and should be awarded credit without the requirement of sitting though a 
semester- or a yearlong course. Within most academic subjects in secondary and postsecondary 
education, a standardized end-of-year assessment or exam is typically used to award this credit; 
however, in some states and institutions, portfolios and the practical demonstration of skills also 
may be used to award credit. 
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mathematics courses within 36 months. Of the FastStart students who completed all 

three developmental mathematics courses, 61.6 percent were considered to have 

achieved “college success” at the 36-month follow-up; that is, these students had 

received either a certificate or a degree, transferred to a four-year college, or were still 

enrolled (Colorado Community College System, 2009).

In addition, institutions of higher education have been successful at creating accelerated 

pathways that combine the coursework for a secondary credential with career-focused 

postsecondary coursework. For example, the Academy for College Excellence at Cabrillo 

College in California targets educationally disadvantaged students who have high-risk 

indicators, including the lack of a secondary credential. Once targeted, the Academy for 

College Excellence enrolls these students in a semester-long, intensive education 

program. The program begins with an intensive two-week, full-time “foundation course” 

that emphasizes the individual and collaborative skills necessary for success and allows 

students to enroll in credit-bearing courses. Students then enter a 13-week, full-time 

“bridge semester” of six integrated college-level courses, with supplemental student 

supports built into the curriculum. Students complete 16 associate degree credits during 

this initial semester, and 78 percent of the participants continue their next semester at 

Cabrillo College (Navarro, 2008).

Another example is the Integrated Basic Education and Skills Training (I-BEST) program  

in the state of Washington, which effectively synthesizes secondary and postsecondary 

coursework for older students and/or adult learners. I-BEST connects workforce training 

with adult basic education or English as a second language, enabling students to learn 

literacy and workplace skills simultaneously. Instructors from each course work 

collaboratively to develop and deliver instruction and move students rapidly to a 

postsecondary credential in an effort to secure jobs more quickly. Research has found 

that I-BEST students outperform similar students enrolled in traditional basic skills 

programs. Participants are three times more likely to earn college credit and nine times 

more likely to earn a workforce credential than their peers (Washington State Board for 

Community and Technical Colleges, 2012).

Conclusion
Accelerated learning options provide a range of opportunities for students to engage in 

education at the appropriate academic level and change the time frame in which they 

earn credits and/or a credential. Both secondary and postsecondary systems have 

created mechanisms that allow students to recover credits at an accelerated rate to stay 

on track for graduation. In addition, through dual enrollment, high school students are able 

to jump-start their postsecondary education by accelerating their trajectory from secondary 

to postsecondary education. 
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As states work to develop multiple accelerated learning options both within and across 

secondary and postsecondary education, they must consider a number of policy 

facilitators and barriers, including funding, instructor training and credentialing, the 

representation of credit on transcripts, articulation and the transfer of credits, quality 

assurances, equitable access, and affordability. A subsequent brief will explore these 

policy considerations in greater detail.

The following are some resources for learning more about the accelerated learning 

programs profiled in this brief and other resources in the field. This list is not meant to  

be comprehensive; it highlights only some of the available resources.

 ¡ Accelerated learning options in secondary education

 � Talent Development

 � Diploma Plus

 � Credit recovery programs

 ¡ Accelerated learning options across secondary and postsecondary education

 � Jobs for the Future Early College Design

 � Tech-Prep Education

 � Advanced Placement Program

 � International Baccalaureate Program

 � National Alliance of Concurrent Enrollment Partnerships

 ¡ Accelerated learning options in postsecondary education

 � Academy for College Excellence

 � Community College of Denver

 � I-BEST

 � Complete College America

 � College Level Examination Program

 � Jobs for the Future Back on Track Model

 � Community College Research Center

 � Education Commission of the States’ Getting Past Go

 � National Association for Developmental Education

 � National Center for Developmental Education
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