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Many districts across the country have leaned on high dose tutoring (HDT) to help students recover from 
pandemic-related learning disruptions. While the design of HDT may vary, it typically involves tutoring in 
one-on-one or small groups for at least 30-minute sessions at least two to three times per week. Part of 
HDT’s popularity stems from a growing evidence base, largely from prepandemic school years, showing that 
students who complete HDT programs experience large gains in test scores (e.g., 0.37 standard deviations in 
a recent study). These effects are especially impressive compared to most education interventions. 

Although HDT can be an effective tool for promoting academic recovery, district progress in recovering 
student learning is only just beginning. Evaluations of recovery programs such as summer school have found 
marginal or null effects on student achievement, with districts facing many challenges related to staffing, 
scheduling, student absences, and school-level capacity that have hindered program implementation and 
effectiveness. While implementation of recovery programs remains challenging, districts should persist with 
HDT given the strong evidence on its efficacy as an intervention strategy. With the sunsetting of ESSER 
funding, districts will need to be more strategic in how they design and sustain HDT in the long term. 

One way that districts can be strategic with HDT is to target academically at-risk students who stand to 
benefit the most from intensive supports to catch up to grade-level learning. HDT can be a promising 
approach for districts to target and sustain the academic recovery of at-risk students for two general 
reasons. First, HDT leverages evidence-based strategies for improving academic outcomes for at-risk 
students. Examples of these strategies include personalizing instruction to individual student needs and 
fostering supportive relationships that build student engagement and motivation in learning. Second, HDT 
has consistently shown larger benefits for students' test scores relative to other interventions targeted at 
low-achieving students (e.g., technology-enabled programs, professional development, and curriculum 
reforms). 

Why focus on at-risk students?
Despite many school districts’ efforts to help students catch up on learning, students remain behind 
prepandemic levels of student achievement. Alongside lower levels of student achievement overall, students 
who entered the pandemic with lower test scores experienced a larger drop in achievement compared to 
their peers. What this means for school districts is an unprecedented increase in the number of students 
designated as academically at risk, which we define as students who require intensive support outside of 
classroom instruction to learn grade-level skills or pass coursework necessary for later academic success 
and school completion.

How we define at-risk: At-risk students require intensive support outside of 
classroom instruction to learn grade-level skills or pass coursework necessary 
for later academic success and school completion. Their academic performance 
is influenced by a broad range of circumstances (from individual factors, such 
as behavioral or emotional challenges, health problems, language barriers, and 
disabilities, to external factors) such as family or community-based poverty, 
homelessness, and school mobility.

https://edresearchforaction.com/research-briefs/accelerating-student-academic-recovery/
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/publication/Evidence-Review_The-Transformative-Potential-of-Tutoring.pdf
https://scholar.harvard.edu/mkraft/publications/interpreting-effect-sizes-education-interventions
https://caldercenter.org/sites/default/files/CALDER WP 291-0823.pdf
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED625573
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/2332858420986211
https://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/rrq.229?casa_token=GohvWsC-MhQAAAAA:_y9VkbVR-xaYw4XYWH6LI0ns5DpamNnMTxwBKFa_rEf7H4qMhBTEnc-d9kIJdh37IRV4GE8iYzdLEBXG
https://www.nwea.org/research/publication/the-widening-achievement-divide-during-covid-19/
https://www.nwea.org/research/publication/the-widening-achievement-divide-during-covid-19/
https://idp.springer.com/authorize/casa?redirect_uri=https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11145-009-9179-5&casa_token=NBiZUD0hRkkAAAAA:ky-G9Ei4gmLemVjrN0k5YkDIlXxa5jUV4Grrs80Hi79Sy8R8MWfnpTyJB3O9r2yx83jTlT5YV9YXTv_iCUY
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23351963?casa_token=_BgPEY8wP1UAAAAA:rQ29exxnxgmDBgGxs2hYgu2ns0Kqxs1UKAdkqqpPZMOy-oVhC5lidMuypUjGait-PGaGYuIKBMaUYczW-Obq3N5Mh63hYABqlBA2zhKzUW420bduUL-Vww
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/00098655.1994.9956043?casa_token=bUFw6geg24sAAAAA:DH9OYeA32k6PcXTxWDuaQRz0sHxj4oq4GdnIBG0rXJqxCcNDp9-LJwOolSKg-xbCuzBvb10LpgC-Xg
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Prior guidance on the best ways to implement HDT suggest the following design principles: (1) scheduling 
frequent tutoring sessions during the school day; (2) tutoring in one-to-one or small groups; (3) hiring 
experienced or adequately trained tutors; (4) using data and assessments to monitor student learning 
progress; (5) implementing high-quality instructional materials aligned with grade-level content; and (6) 
fostering supportive tutor-student relationships. We offer further detail on how these principles can address 
the needs of at-risk students, while highlighting additional considerations of student equity and program 
evaluation. In what follows we explain why focusing HDT on at-risk students is necessary and the grade 
levels and subjects where districts can expect to see the most impact. We then review the design principles 
that should guide districts’ ongoing efforts.

HDT is not only effective for at-risk students in early elementary grade 
levels, but also a potential aid for struggling high school students. 
Notably, for younger at-risk students, HDT can be effective in helping them develop foundational skills 
in literacy and math that, in turn, enable long term academic success. Since students in elementary 
grades experienced some of the largest setbacks to achievement from the pandemic, districts should 
strongly consider using HDT as an intervention strategy in elementary grades. For example, districts 
could introduce HDT as early as kindergarten to help at-risk students reach literacy targets expected 
by third grade. For high schools, programs such as Saga and MATCH may help to raise math test scores 
for at-risk students. Districts can therefore use HDT to accelerate learning for older students who, in 
comparison to younger students, need more time to recover from pandemic setbacks to achievement.

While HDT shows potential as an intervention strategy for at-risk students, districts will need to 
implement its design principles with fidelity to optimize impacts on student achievement. In the sections 
that follow, we elaborate on some of these principles with considerations that are particularly relevant 
to at-risk students.

HDT programs should proactively address barriers that hinder student 
access to HDT.

•	 Ensure equitable selection criteria for HDT: Districts should review and revise program features 
(e.g., online versus in-person, tutor contracts, and program participation requirements) to avoid 
excluding at-risk students most in need of academic support (e.g., multilingual learners, students 
with disabilities, students who are far below grade-level learning, or students with significant 
behavioral delays or low attendance).

•	 Mitigate barriers that hinder equitable access to HDT: Districts should pair HDT with other holistic 
supports (e.g., transportation, childcare, health services, enrichment, etc.) to mitigate external 
factors that could hinder learning for students from at-risk backgrounds.

Compared to regular classroom instruction, HDT programs should focus 
on systematically tailoring instruction to students’ needs and focus on 
mentoring relationships. 
Here are a few key differences between high-quality HDT programs and typical instruction: 

•	 Focus on discrete and targeted skills: HDT should consist of lessons that build progressively on 
discrete and targeted skills aligned to grade-level instruction. 

•	 Structured pacing and direct instruction: Tutoring lessons should offer more structured, paced, and 
direct instruction than what is typically provided in a classroom. Scripted activities can help students 
grow familiar with the curriculum and work at a fast pace without needing repeated directions.

https://annenberg.brown.edu/sites/default/files/EdResearch_for_Recovery_Design_Principles_1.pdf
https://www.nber.org/papers/w27476
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/2332858420986211
https://www.nwea.org/research/publication/progress-towards-pandemic-recovery-continued-signs-of-rebounding-achievement-at-the-start-of-the-2022-23-school-year/
https://www.nber.org/papers/w28531
https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/fryer/files/not_too_late._improving_academic_outcomes_for_disadvantaged_youth_2015.pdf
https://www.nwea.org/research/publication/educations-long-covid-2022-23-achievement-data-reveal-stalled-progress-toward-pandemic-recovery/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.3102/0162373715592706?casa_token=ByKe-uPOm3cAAAAA:ti7GMMe3EAVPzuE8OSCXg8rQ4xMvDWbyrT998qUyYknDPYicPoCnDPvv4tLdFX0buDdC0TAT20IE2Q
http://dropoutprevention.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/JARI1302.pdf#page=26
http://dropoutprevention.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/JARI1302.pdf#page=26
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2008-10939-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2008-10939-001
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10573569.2017.1357156?casa_token=HkhuthHhAPsAAAAA:Cgwv0UlGxcst46nu5SfKEPfIeK4W1En2T0u9roSAc-xgDYXINfPeqVHO-7mFcALWhcJYHyQFC7PBnA
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10573569.2017.1357156?casa_token=HkhuthHhAPsAAAAA:Cgwv0UlGxcst46nu5SfKEPfIeK4W1En2T0u9roSAc-xgDYXINfPeqVHO-7mFcALWhcJYHyQFC7PBnA
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•	 Immediate and direct feedback: Tutoring lessons should incorporate time and activities for tutors 
to provide students with immediate corrective feedback and to tailor instruction to individual 
student needs.  

•	 Mentoring relationships are an active ingredient for instructional effectiveness: Interventions for 
at-risk students cannot be successful without fostering mentoring relationships to reinforce teaching 
and learning. Mentoring relationships that are sustained over time and focused on clearly defined 
academic and social-emotional goals can provide access to frequent social reinforcement and 
feedback and improve student confidence and engagement in learning. 

Assessments and data should be used to evaluate student skills targeted 
for intervention, monitor learning progress, and document other at-risk 
factors that affect learning.

•	 Use a variety of assessments to guide programming: While interim and summative assessments 
can help identify academically at-risk students, districts should use additional assessments—often 
formative and informal in nature—to evaluate the specific skills targeted for intervention and to 
document students’ existing strengths and weaknesses so that tutoring can be tailored accordingly.

•	 Examples of assessments: Assessments that can guide progress monitoring of HDT programs 
include sub-tests for literacy or math skills (e.g., decoding, word recognition, or numbers sense), 
teacher input, measures of student progress through the tutoring curriculum, or researcher-
developed assessments designed to capture the specific skills targeted for intervention. 

•	 Incorporate non-test data into progress monitoring practices: Districts should use other data to 
monitor the multiple factors that can affect student learning for at-risk students, including student 
ability (e.g., multilingual learner or disability status), attendance, student behavior and engagement, 
health, and out-of-school conditions (e.g., poverty).

HDT programs should include systems and procedures to ensure that 
tutors with different skills and qualifications implement the intended 
instructional program with fidelity. 

•	 Balance cost and tutor qualifications: To meet the scale of students need for academic support, 
districts may consider hiring less skilled tutors to reduce program costs and overcome labor 
shortages. Because the small-group environment of tutoring is less complex than a regular 
classroom, districts can hire tutors across a range of experience and qualifications (e.g., certified 
educators versus volunteers or college students) without sacrificing gains in student achievement.

•	 Implement robust systems and procedures to ensure fidelity: Districts should supply tutors with 
scripted instructional materials, intensive training, and ongoing supervision and feedback from on-
site tutor supervisors. Districts should also observe and rate tutor sessions for fidelit, and track data 
on student progress through the assigned curriculum.

Evaluate effectiveness of HDT programs against targeted skills and 
grade-level knowledge and for evidence of impact on under-represented 
student groups. Expect variation in program effectiveness across 
outcomes and scale. 

•	 HDT programs show the biggest impact on targeted skills: Districts can expect HDT programs to 
have the largest impacts on assessments that directly measure the skills targeted for intervention. 
Interim and summative assessments may not be as responsive to HDT programs since these 
assessments evaluate broader, grade-level knowledge.

https://studentsupportaccelerator.com/sites/default/files/Effects of Virtual Tutoring on Young Readers.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10573569.2017.1357156?casa_token=r2VjoEB1yMQAAAAA:eyI1Fld_kQeGZyfQ_1qcM9rSD1rYJEq6FwVGtgXpuOMOy2CBTBYXHNs6cTa24C0zRvuae6mWPD8
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10573569.2017.1357156?casa_token=r2VjoEB1yMQAAAAA:eyI1Fld_kQeGZyfQ_1qcM9rSD1rYJEq6FwVGtgXpuOMOy2CBTBYXHNs6cTa24C0zRvuae6mWPD8
https://psycnet.apa.org/journals/ort/82/2/157/
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3779065
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3779065
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2007-01726-004
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/00222194040370040201?casa_token=nteILjTNj4sAAAAA:T3Y0py-NrXCmzucw9QGPy5QOvjmxsTyk6hrTPIHMsbLpCT_L7JRCsyiQmbJoGAkosUzVofJu2ghx2A
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2012-26193-001
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/19345747.2016.1138560?casa_token=KbC75TNd71AAAAAA:KUwkvKYu01gdyQt3_XYANLPpUwUrre5ESrj5nxqU_Txjx5A9C39jl8RiWWHY2aCOqR8mDob1ZCw
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/abs/10.1086/499754?casa_token=MeElPnIGim8AAAAA:-YNekxsLuEaggecyvWnUuVO2hhkyjtWVfzbKNwMr3oZmppq1K3DyHG3Javdy5Z0LJXM3tWNiCd5A2A
https://studentsupportaccelerator.com/sites/default/files/Scalable Approach to High-Impact Tutoring.pdf
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2008-10939-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2008-10939-001
https://doi.org/10.1177/23328584211042858
https://www.nber.org/papers/w27476
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED560018.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED560018.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0002831212469045?casa_token=e_1AX-duvkcAAAAA:a-EFaAb45TGqftlR6EPdoSZkFO1RWMYi5TfY3_jkFdki0h4jQeAI0tclg9TiCcCyqA7BPgryUkF9T7A
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/00222194050380041401?casa_token=vGZk4CsLvQMAAAAA:mpRmUncirUtL1RWWpqc0Ccp0tQhkJyziqgc5nG7iB6PO2l2gqaJi2RMormzLllrexRgexxOMt86zPSQ
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/00222194050380041401?casa_token=vGZk4CsLvQMAAAAA:mpRmUncirUtL1RWWpqc0Ccp0tQhkJyziqgc5nG7iB6PO2l2gqaJi2RMormzLllrexRgexxOMt86zPSQ
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0731948712457561?casa_token=h_Tfh6A-J4UAAAAA:aL7YaIRhQMKfFsyvOUAusbCeyjxE2BMMK6TVkvcswIjL8-YdW_XYnfsw8GyFocjowC93HBIQfkc
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•	 Evaluate HDT programs for under-represented student groups: Given the limited evidence on HDT 
design considerations and impacts for certain at-risk student groups (e.g., multilingual learners, 
students with disabilities, chronically absent students, etc.), districts should partner with researchers 
to evaluate programs for these student groups.

•	 Expect variation in the effectiveness of HDT programs: District leaders can expect wide variation 
in HDT program effects based on the specific skills evaluated. Recent literature reviews of early-
reading interventions show larger effect sizes for phonics and fluency-related outcomes, smaller 
effect sizes for reading comprehension, and larger effect sizes in earlier versus later grade levels. 

•	 Effectiveness of HDT programs at scale is unknown. While there is extensive evidence on HDT 
efficacy in experimental settings, there is limited evidence on HDT effectiveness when implemented 
at scale in districts and schools, with recent program evaluations under NCLB finding mixed or 
inconsistent results. Districts should consider partnering with researchers to track the effectiveness 
of HDT. 

Conclusion
Given the postpandemic increase in students classified as academically at risk and the forthcoming 
sunsetting of ESSER funding, we offer research-based recommendations to support districts as they make 
strategic decisions about the future of HDT in their local contexts (see the table below for a summary of 
these recommendations). Districts should continue to use HDT to provide intensive support to students 
deemed academically at risk to prevent these students from falling further behind. Supporting at-risk 
students may lead to better education outcomes for these students in the long term—helping address 
achievement disparities that were exacerbated during the pandemic. To positively impact student 
achievement, districts need to adhere to core design principles for HDT, as well as ensure equity in student 
access and evaluate HDT programs against a range of outcomes. 

https://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/rrq.379?casa_token=aFS--InEiRsAAAAA:-oOSYHHAMK0bycIA7klGXnm5GIVq6zrL1Su04xhQ6EMJWzUdQjNQoKPcPYRletk3HJUtyESzgPv8Mw
https://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/rrq.379?casa_token=aFS--InEiRsAAAAA:-oOSYHHAMK0bycIA7klGXnm5GIVq6zrL1Su04xhQ6EMJWzUdQjNQoKPcPYRletk3HJUtyESzgPv8Mw
https://www.nber.org/papers/w27476
https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.21745
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Design principles for HDT with additional considerations for at-risk students

Design principle Existing guidance Additional consideration for at-risk students

Frequency and 
scheduling

30-minute sessions, 2–3 
or more times per week, 
during school day

Group size One-to-one or groups of 
three to four students

Personnel Hiring experienced or  
trained tutors

HDT programs should balance tutor qualifications 
with program costs and need robust systems and 
procedures to ensure tutors implement intended 
curriculum with fidelity.

Measurement Use data and 
assessments to monitor 
learning and tailor 
instruction

Assessments and data also evaluate student skills 
targeted for intervention and can document other at-risk 
factors that can affect student learning.

Curriculum Implement high-quality 
materials aligned to 
classroom content

HDT delivers more systematic and tailored instruction 
than in a typical classroom setting. 

Relationship Tutor-student relationships 
support understanding of 
student needs

Mentoring relationships are an active component of 
instructional effectiveness. Relationships provide 
social reinforcement and build student confidence and 
engagement in learning.

Equity HDT programs need to address barriers that hinder 
student access to HDT by ensuring equitable selection 
criteria and offering holistic supports for student learning.

Evaluation Evaluations of HDT programs should focus on targeted 
skills, grade-level knowledge, and impacts on under-
represented student groups. Districts can expect varied 
results based on outcomes and program scale.

Note, in this table we draw on Robinson et al. (2021) for existing design principles for HDT and add additional 
considerations based on the needs of academically at-risk students.
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