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Abstract 

As the number of rural, first-generation college students continue to rise, there 

was a gap in the literature regarding post-secondary enrollment and the 

self-efficacy of these students who participated in asynchronous credit recovery in 

high school to complete a high school diploma. In this qualitative, narrative study, 

I examined how completion of an asynchronous online credit recovery program 

influenced the perception of self-efficacy or rural, first-generation college 

students regarding academic success and social-emotional preparedness. Nine 

participants from rural towns in South Georgia provided insight related to their 

perceptions of their experiences in credit recovery. All nine participants perceived 

positive influences on their self-efficacy regarding academic success such as the 

improvement of individual work habits. These students also perceived the 

experience helped increase their awareness of the benefits of academic success, as 

well as environmental factors that contributed to academic success. Participants 

perceived credit recovery had no effect on their interaction with their peers or 

participation in campus activities or campus involvement. Participants did 

perceive self-advocacy was a direct result of having participated in credit 

recovery and had a positive perception of their self-efficacy regarding social-

emotional preparedness. Factors that affect the retention of rural, first-generation 

college students’ academic success and social-emotional preparedness and 

understanding the students perceptions of their self-efficacy may lead stake 

holders to have a better understanding of the needs of these students.
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Chapter I: Introduction 

High school graduation rates became a focus for education stakeholders 

following the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002 (2001), which required school 

leaders to report their four-year cohort graduation rates (Patrick et al., 2020). A 

cohort was a group of individuals educated during the same period, such as a 

grade level or class of students (Pemberton & Akkary, 2010; The White House, 

n.d.). According to the National Center for Educational Statistics (2019), the high 

school graduation rate for the cohort year 2016–2017 in the United States was 

85%. U.S. President Barack Obama’s administration set a national goal of 90% 

high school completion rate by 2020 via the Race to the Top initiative (The White 

House, n.d.). Proponents of the Race to the Top initiative projected reaching a 

90% high school graduation rate would result in a $3 billion increase in annual 

earnings for high school graduates nationally, the creation of over 14,000 new 

jobs, and an accumulation of over $600 million in federal, state, and local tax 

revenue (Carnevale et al., 2016). Obtaining a high school diploma ensured 

students were on track to graduate and are prepared to enter post-secondary 

education or the workplace (America’s Promise Alliance, 2019). According to 

American’s Promise Alliance (2019), high school graduates are more likely to be 

employed, aiding in job generation, earning more income compared to dropouts, 

are less likely to engage in criminal behavior or require social services, are more 

likely to vote, as well as contribute to national security by being qualified to serve 

in the military. 

As a result of the Race to the Top initiative, the School Improvement 

Grants program increased student access to learning technology as another 
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method for improving educational outcomes for all students. Monies made 

available through these grants allowed school leaders to emulate the accelerated 

demands for connectivity, especially in rural areas where internet services were 

lacking (Federal Commissions Division, 2020; Patrick et al., 2020) and meet the 

demands for students to be able to access the internet and digital learning tools 

(Federal Commissions Division, 2020). These efforts to keep pace with learning 

technologies and internet connectivity provided resources for programs that 

helped contribute to a decline in dropout rates, thus improving graduation rates 

(McFarland et al., 2018; The White House, n.d.).  

According to Viano and Henry (2018), the best solution to increase 

graduation rates and address the low accumulation of credits required for high 

school graduation was for students to be able to earn credits they had lost from 

failing courses. Schools accomplished this in the past by offering remedial 

courses over the summer, such as traditional in person summer school with an 

instructor (Eddy, 2013; Viano & Henry, 2018). Credit recovery became an 

alternative approach for students to earn credits for previously failed classes 

during the school day (Lowen & Fryer, 2006; Watson & Gemin, 2008). With 

improvements in technology, school leaders progressively opted for online credit 

recovery programs (OCRPs) over traditional face-to-face courses used to recover 

credits (Noble et al., 2017).  

OCRP options were designed to aid schools in helping credit deficient 

students’ graduate on time using both synchronous and asynchronous 

instructional methods (Dessoff, 2009; Watson & Gemin, 2008). According to a 

survey sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education (2018), principals from 
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high schools self-reported models of credit recovery options became available for 

students that included face-to-face, blended learning, and online courses. 

Enrollment in an OCRP allowed students who fell behind academically due to 

course failures to continue their regular progression of classes in the traditional 

classroom setting and simultaneously work to recover failed credits and 

potentially graduate with their peer cohort (Dessoff, 2009; Viano & Henry, 2018; 

Watson & Gemin, 2008). According to Pemberton and Akkary (2010), assigning 

students to cohort groups for a structured program allowed all students in the 

cohort to work under a set of specific guidelines, such as state or school district 

academic credit requirements for high school graduation and assisted education 

departments in tracking student outcomes. Graduating with the correct cohort 

indicated students began at a particular time and progressed through a program, in 

this case high school, within a specific time frame.  

According to Pham and Keenan (2011), a student’s decision to continue 

into post-secondary school largely depended on their prior academic preparation. 

According to Watson and Gemin (2008), multiple factors placed students at-risk 

for graduating high school on time and continuing to college. Academic risk 

factors center on students’ academic achievement. For example, students 

identified as at-risk if they fell behind in academic credits needed for graduation, 

did not meet the requirements for grade-level promotion, could not read on grade 

level, or performed poorly on state assessments (Lowen & Fryer, 2006; Watson & 

Gemin, 2008). Other risk factors that increased the likelihood a student would be 

at-risk included low school attendance rates, low socioeconomic status, residency 

in single parent homes, and having an older sibling who dropped out of school 
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(Lowen & Fryer, 2006; Watson & Gemin, 2008). Students who were already 

at-risk acquiring high school course credits for graduation faced more challenges 

transitioning to college than the average student (Ash, 2011; Pham & Keenan, 

2011; Viano & Henry, 2018; Yampolskaya et al., 2006).  

At-risk high school students often depended on OCRP options to meet 

academic requirements for graduation (Dessoff, 2009; Di Beneditto, 2018; 

Loewen & Fryer, 2006; Sapers, 2014; Watson & Gemin, 2008). OCRP provided 

an opportunity for at-risk high school students to graduate, which in turn, allowed 

them and to seek post-secondary opportunities that would not be accessible if they 

did not obtain a high school diploma (Murin et al., 2015). At-risk high school 

students seeking college attainment often struggled with both academic and 

non-academic risk factors, such as low socio-economic status, lower grade point 

averages (GPAs), grade level retention, and residency in single-parent homes 

(Lowen & Fryer, 2006; Watson & Gemin, 2008). The risk factors affected the 

likelihood of at-risk students’ preparation academically or emotionally for 

post-secondary schooling (Loewen & Fryer, 2006; Sapers, 2014; Watson & 

Gemin, 2008). While academic and non-academic factors for at-risk students 

greatly influenced the completion of high school, the educational trajectory of 

rural youth coupled itself with the decision to attend college and leave the home 

community (Kryst et al., 2018). Socioeconomic factors and family backgrounds 

impacted rural students and their decision to both leave their home community to 

attend college or remain in their community and enter the work force (Kryst et al., 

2018).  
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Research indicated the number of rural high school students aspiring to 

enter college increased in the United States from 51% in 2011 (National Student 

Clearinghouse, 2013) to 61% in 2016 (National Student Clearinghouse, 2017). In 

a study conducted by Byun et al. (2017), 64.5% of college-bound rural youth 

attended two-year institutions such as technical colleges and community colleges. 

Parental education, key predictors of college attendance patterns of rural high 

school graduates, indicated 86% of the rural students being first-generation 

college students (Byun et al., 2017). Characteristics of rural students and 

first-generation college students mirrored each other in several ways (Byun et al., 

2017; Cataldi et al., 2018; Engle & Tinto, 2008; Reford et al., 2017). Rural and 

first-generation students often came from low-income families and likely attended 

high schools with limited financial and educational resources, such as college 

counseling and advanced placement classes, which further prepared secondary 

students for college (Byun et al., 2017; Irvin et al., 2011). Rural students also 

disadvantaged themselves often regarding the rural area in which they attended 

school (Byun et al., 2017). For example, technology access, internet connections, 

and online curricula, common among urban areas, but limited in rural areas 

(Barter, 2011; Byun et al., 2017; Irvin et al., 2011). For rural students, the lack of 

technology and internet connections added another challenge on the road to high 

school graduation, making it more difficult for students to prepare for college 

enrollment (Barter, 2011; Byun et al., 2017; Meece et al., 2013).  

Further, Meece et al. (2013) stated parental expectations, parental 

education levels, and the family structure as strong predictors of educational 

attainment in rural youth. Meece et al. (2013) also claimed rural youths’ 
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perceptions of educational accomplishments indicated parental educational 

expectations. According to Bandura et al. (2001), a youth’s aspirations predicted 

educational and occupational accomplishment. Furthermore, positive self-efficacy 

of rural, first-generation college students connected with student success and 

motivation, which contributed to continued enrollment in post-secondary 

institutions (Byun et al., 2017; Falcon, 2015). The largest predictor of 

post-secondary enrollment patterns of rural youth was associated with the level of 

parental education (Byun et al., 2017). Family structure of rural students, 

specifically first-generation college students, influenced students’ educational 

desires (Bandura et al., 2001; Byun, 2017; Irvin et al., 2011; Meece et al., 2014). 

Higher parental educational expectations increased the likelihood that rural youth 

planned to continue their education beyond high school (Byun, 2017; Meece 

et al., 2013). Rural parents and rural communities occupied careers that included 

trade professions that did not require a college education, along with parental 

expectation and guidance, rural youth contained more positive perceptions of 

local job opportunities with residential ambitions to remain in their own 

communities than to continue to college and possibly move to another location 

(Meece et al., 2013).  

The pressure to attain a college degree could deter at-risk students from 

seeking to further their education (Demetriou et al., 2017; Viano & Henry, 2018). 

First-generation college students, who faced several challenges to post-secondary 

matriculation, struggled with the choice of entering the labor force rather than 

attending college (Davis et al., 2015). Students who struggled to complete their 

high school diploma and had to participate in an alternative path to graduation 
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such as credit recovery programs, often dropped out of high school and did not 

matriculate to college (Hirudayaraj & McLean, 2017). For first-generation college 

students, however, completing credit recovery to achieve high school graduation 

added additional stressors that compounded the academic challenges unique to 

this group of students (Murin et al., 2015; Yampolskaya et al., 2006). 

First-generation college students were more likely than non-first-generation 

college students to come from low-income households with fewer resources than 

their counterparts (Reford et al., 2017; Schelbe et al., 2019). According to Davis 

et al. (2015), the cost of higher education continued to rise faster than the typical 

family’s income, deterring low-income students, especially prospective 

first-generation college students, from pursuing college enrollment. Additionally, 

lower self-confidence, low self-esteem, and feelings of seclusion, common among 

first-generation college students, directly influenced their self-efficacy and 

social-emotional wellbeing (Carpenter & Pena, 2016; Stebleton et al., 2014). 

Statement of the Problem 

OCRP provided high school leaders with a way to increase graduation 

rates by giving students the opportunity to stay in school and recover lost credits 

from failed courses to graduate on time (Dessoff, 2009; Watson & Gemin, 2008). 

Credit recovery programs creation was for at-risk students to achieve high school 

graduation and could matriculate to college (Loewen & Fryer, 2006; Pettyjohn & 

LaFrance, 2014; Watson & Gemin, 2008). Rural, first-generation college students 

and at-risk students shared similar characteristics in that they tended to come from 

low-income families, were ethnic minorities, had lower degree aspirations, and 
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exhibited deficits in academic skills necessary to be successful in college (Ash, 

2011; Chen & Carroll, 2005; Engle & Tinto, 2008; Terenzini et al., 1996).  

According to Peterson-Graziose et al. (2013), the self-esteem of at-risk, 

first-generation college students significantly correlated at 77% in terms of 

student attrition in the first semester of college. Students with high self-esteem 

held greater aspirations and exhibited greater persistence when faced with the 

possibility of failure. Students’ ability to actively cope with stressors associated 

with being first-generation college students and their progression to college 

influenced their well-being and the outcomes of social-emotional challenges, 

which also influenced their academic outcomes (Mehta et al., 2011; 

Peterson-Graziose et al., 2013; Pettyjohn & LaFrance, 2014). Though participants 

in an OCRP more likely graduated high school because of completing credit 

recovery, they were less likely to enroll in college than students who did not take 

a credit recovery course to graduate (Levine et al., 2017). According to Schultz 

(2004), the self-efficacy of rural, first-generation college students in their first 

semester of college influenced the perception of their college experience. Sagone 

and De Caroli (2014) found academic achievement, self-esteem, self-concept, and 

self-efficacy were positively correlated by 59%, in terms of perceived academic 

success. Levine et al. (2017) claimed OCRP students as more likely to graduate 

after participating in credit recovery and less likely to drop out their final year of 

high school but less likely to enroll in college the year after graduation (Levine 

et al., 2017).  

Lent et al. (1984) studied college students pursuing science and 

engineering majors and found high self-efficacy influenced students’ academic 



9 

persistence, resulting in high academic achievement. Zimmerman et al. (1992) 

used path analysis to show the effects that academic self-efficacy had on the 

influence of self-perceptions for self-regulated learning on academic achievement. 

Researchers found students perceived self-efficacy for self-regulated learning and 

their efficacy for academic achievement positively correlated (Zimmerman et al., 

1992). Researchers concluded students who perceived themselves as capable of 

regulating their own activities are more confident and attain higher academic 

performance (Zimmerman et al., 1992). Self-regulated learning was the effort 

students put forth to control and monitor their motivation and concentration (Tsai, 

2013). Self-regulated learning is essential for students who could not manage their 

time effectively or regulate their learning independently (Tsai, 2013). According 

to Antonelli et al. (2020), self-regulated learning for first-generation college 

students created relevance because of the increased academic demands, personal 

and social responsibilities, and independence the students experienced. 

First-generation college students struggled navigating the challenges they 

encountered resulting from the newfound freedoms of college life (Falcon, 2015). 

According to Tsai (2013), online learning environments required more maturity 

and self-discipline than in the traditional classroom.  

While emerging programs have resulted in the development of OCRP 

options for students, there was a pressing need to research students’ perceptions 

of how OCRPs influenced their perceived academic and social-emotional 

preparedness, especially the experiences of first-generation college students. As 

the number of rural, first-generation college students continued to rise (Byun 

et al., 2017; Cataldi et al., 2018), despite the disproportionate challenges they 
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faced (Antonelli et al., 2020; Cataldi et al., 2018; Davis, 2010; Demetriou et al., 

2017; Engle & Tinto, 2008; Mehta et al., 2011; Sienkiewicz, 2019), a need for 

research on attaining post-secondary enrollment and the persistence of at-risk 

students who participated in credit recovery in high school to complete a college 

degree. Despite the robust research on first-generation college students, I found 

little research on how participation in a credit recovery program might influence 

the academic and social-emotional self-efficacy of first-generation college 

students as they entered college. Further, there was limited research on rural, 

first-generation college students that extended beyond the fortifications of higher 

education to investigate if and how participation in an asynchronous credit 

recovery program influenced students’ perceptions of academic performance and 

social-emotional ideations. The purpose of this study coalesced as an investigate 

pursuit of the influence of participation in asynchronous online high school credit 

recovery programs influence on the perception of self-efficacy of rural, 

first-generation college students regarding academic success and social-emotional 

preparedness.  

Research Questions 

According to Alvesson and Sandberg (2013), “Research questions concern 

the input and direction of a study, defining what a study is about and reflecting 

curiosity of the researcher” (p. 2). Research questions directed a study and 

provided the structure for presenting research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Roberts & Hyatt, 2019). The following research 

questions guided my study.  
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Research Question 1  

How does completion of an asynchronous online credit recovery program 

influence the perception of self-efficacy of rural, first-generation college students 

regarding academic success?  

Research Question 2  

How does completion of an asynchronous online credit recovery program 

influence the perception of self-efficacy of rural, first-generation college students 

regarding social-emotional preparedness?  

Theoretical Framework 

I utilized Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy as the theoretical framework 

for this study examining the relationship between rural, first-generation college 

students perceived self-efficacy regarding academic success and social-emotional 

preparedness and their experiences completing asynchronous OCRP courses in 

high school. Self-efficacy, defined as an individual’s belief that they were able to 

reach a future goal or accomplish a task, and considered a principal determining 

factor of people’s interests, actions, behavior, choices, and performance (Badura, 

1977, 1984). Bandura (1977) claimed an individual’s concept of self-efficacy 

played an important role in how individuals perceived actions and events and how 

those actions and events influenced their behavior. My intent for this study was to 

investigate how participation in asynchronous credit recovery influenced the 

perceptions of rural, first-generation college students regarding academic success 

and social-emotional preparedness. 

Bandura (1994) defined perceived self-efficacy as “people’s beliefs about 

their capabilities to produce designated levels of performance that exercise 
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influence over events that affect their lives” (p. 1). Bandura (1994) believed 

self-efficacy determined how people felt about a situation, motivated themselves, 

thought, and behaved. Bandura (1984) argued the outcomes people expected 

depended on their judgments of what they believed they could accomplish. 

Bandura (1994) claimed students, confident in their academic skills, possessed 

higher expectations of themselves and generally accomplished positive outcomes 

because of their confidence. In contrast, students, who lacked confidence, 

possessed lower self-efficacy beliefs because of their self-perceptions (Bandura, 

1994). Bandura (1994) stated students with poor self-efficacy would focus on 

adverse outcomes when faced with difficult tasks rather than concentrate on how 

to complete the task successfully. These students often slowly recover their sense 

of efficacy following failures or setbacks (Bandura, 1994). The emotional, 

psychological, and physical wellbeing of an individual influenced how they felt 

about their capacities in a specific circumstance (Lopez-Garrido, 2020). 

Participants in this study already worked to overcome academic challenges and 

some type of credit deficiency as students graduated from high school because 

they participated in credit recovery programs. This indicated they failed a course 

needed for graduation at some point in their high school trajectory. 

Self-efficacy beliefs influenced motivational and self-regulatory processes 

by influencing the choices students made (Bandura, 1994). As first-generation 

college students entered the collegiate atmosphere, differences felt when 

comparing themselves to other students contributed to low levels of academic 

self-efficacy and resulted in difficulties adjusting to the college setting (Falcon, 

2015). These factors presented challenges for students’ engagement and 
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motivation in ways that impacted their academic achievement (Antonelli et al., 

2020).  

Bandura (1994) contended competence, knowledge, and self-belief act 

together to provide clarification of behavior. Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy 

proposed students’ beliefs about their academic capabilities as the most important 

components of motivation, self-regulation, and academic achievement. Mehta 

et al. (2011) contended self-efficacy impacted first-generation college students’ 

ability to be involved socially on campus. First-generation college students 

experienced greater stress and had fewer skills to handle stressors, often resulting 

in lower academic performance and dissatisfaction that led to dropping out of 

college (Carpenter & Pena, 2017; Davis, 2010; Mehta et al., 2011). According to 

Brady-Amoon and Fuertes (2011), self-efficacy, rather than self-rated abilities, 

also contributed to adjustment to college in first-generation undergraduate 

students. Brady-Amoon and Fuertes (2011) found an association between 

students’ self-efficacy and their academic performance. The association between 

self-efficacy, academic performance, and managing social-emotional challenges 

was positively correlated in terms of first-generation college students 

(Brady-Amoon & Fuertes, 2011). In addition, Brady-Amoon and Fuertes (2011) 

claimed self-efficacy as a predictor of first-generation college students’ academic 

performance. Researchers concluded a relationship between students’ 

self-efficacy and their perceived academic success (Byun, 2017; Falcon, 2015). In 

this study, I sought to investigate the experiences of rural, first-generation college 

students who had participated in asynchronous credit recovery programs. I also 

inquired as to the participants’ experiences in a credit recovery program and what 
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key elements of the experience influenced their self-efficacy related to academic 

success and social-emotional preparedness for their college experiences.  

Significance of the Study 

The focus of this study was to address how participation in an 

asynchronous credit recovery program influenced the perception of self-efficacy 

of rural, first-generation college students regarding academic success and 

social-emotional preparedness. First-generation college students possessed 

characteristics associated with dropping out of school (Cataldi et al., 2018), and 

rural, first-generation college students faced a unique set of challenges associated 

with attaining a college degree included lack of social capital, lack of academic 

preparedness, low self-confidence, low persistence, lack of family support, and 

feelings of seclusion (Byun et al., 2017; Carpenter & Pena, 2017; Davis, 2010; 

Meece et al., 2013). First-generation college students came from low-income 

families or racial and ethnic minority cultures (Hirudayaraj & McLean, 2017; 

Jenkins et al., 2013; Terenzini et al., 1996). According to Cataldi et al. (2018), 

first-generation students existed at a disadvantage compared to their 

non-first-generation peers, as they fielded little guidance from their parents and 

little cultural capital that helped students navigate college. Rural students shared 

similar characteristics with first-generation students, typically coming from 

low-income households, lower socio-economic status, and single-parent family 

structures (Byun et al., 2017; Irvin et al., 2011; Johnson et al., 2014; Meece et al., 

2013).  

Byun et al. (2017) contended rural students, like first-generation students, 

came from areas where academic preparedness was lacking, putting rural students 
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at a disadvantage as college enrollees. Rural and first-generation college students 

existed as an at-risk population (Schultz, 2004). Rural and first-generation 

students exhibited lower academic performance, struggled with independent 

learning, and scored lower on standardized testing (Byun et al., 2017; Schultz, 

2004; Xie, 2015). When including the experience of having to complete a credit 

recovery program to graduate high school, the odds of matriculating to college 

diminished for rural and first-generation college students (Byun et al., 2017; 

Schelbe et al., 2019). Consideration of the students’ personal experiences led to 

increased student growth, retention, and persistence among rural, first-generation  

Due to the continued rise in rural and first-generation college students 

(Cataldi et al., 2018), there arose a need for capturing rural, first-generation 

students’ perceptions about continuing their education, especially students who 

fell behind in credits for high school graduation. The perceived self-efficacy 

regarding student experiences and outcomes formed the considerations in the 

success and perseverance of rural, first-generation college students (Byun et al., 

2017; Schelbe et al., 2019).  

Description of the Terms 

Roberts and Hyatt (2019) indicated definitions for “terms used that do not 

have a commonly known meaning or that have the possibility of being 

misunderstood” (p. 111) and should be included in a study. I included terms in 

this section that added precision to the study and clearly stated the terms and their 

definitions as defined by this study. 
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Academic Success 

 Academic success often attributed to the attainment of knowledge 

demonstrated through high assessment grades (Cachia et al., 2018). For the 

purpose of this study, academic success formed as students’ perception of their 

own ability to be successful in their college courses and graduate from college. 

Asynchronous Learning  

Asynchronous learning included student-centered teaching methods used 

in online learning that occurred in different times and spaces specific to each 

learner (Finol, 2020). For the purpose of this study, asynchronous learning is 

defined as no real-time interaction between the student and the instructor. 

Academic content was available online and accessed when convenient for the 

learner.  

Credit Recovery  

 Credit recovery was a program that allowed high school students to 

recover course credit for classes they had previously failed (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2015).  

First-Generation College Student 

 First-generation college students were college students whose parents did 

not have a bachelor’s or higher degree (National Center for Educational Statistics, 

2018). 

Rural High School Students 

 For the purpose of this study, rural high schools’ students are students in 

grades 9-12 in a rural area with a population of less than 25,000 in southeast 

Georgia.  
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Self-Efficacy 

 Self-efficacy defined as an individual’s belief in their capacity to execute 

behaviors necessary to produce specific accomplishments. Self-efficacy reflected 

assurance in the ability to exert control over one’s motivation, social environment, 

and behavior (Bandura, 1977, 1984, 1994).  

Social-Emotional Preparedness 

For the purpose of this study, social-emotional preparedness is a student’s 

perceived ability to make responsible decisions and solve challenging situations 

regarding their educational attainment and progression. The expected standards of 

social-emotional skills included the attitudes, knowledge, and skills necessary for 

people to recognize and control their emotions and behaviors (Bandura, 1977, 

1984, 1994). Some examples of social-emotional preparedness included 

displaying self-control, exhibiting social competence, demonstrating problem 

solving ability, setting, and pursuing goals, having a positive self-image, exerting 

perseverance, and asking for help when needed.  

Organization of the Study 

Chapter I of this study, I introduced background information about rural, 

first-generation college students and their matriculation after high school. The 

statement of the problem included the lack of research of rural, first-generation 

college students that investigated if and how participation in an asynchronous 

credit recovery program influenced their perceptions of academic performance 

and social-emotional ideations. I presented Bandura’s Theory of Self-Efficacy as 

the framework that guided the research questions and the study, along with the 

theoretical framework and significance of the study. A review of the literature 
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was included in Chapter II that discussed the history of online learning in the 

K-12 setting, as well as high schools and online learning. I introduced credit 

recovery and included high school completion, post-secondary enrollment, 

challenges, criticisms, and the benefits and effectiveness of OCRPs. Rural high 

schools, first-generation college students, and self-efficacy research emerged in 

the literature review. In Chapter III, I described the methodology used in this 

study. The chapter was comprised of the research design, the researcher’s role, the 

participants, data collection, and methods of analysis. Chapter III also included 

how I addressed trustworthiness, as well as the limitations, delimitations, and 

assumptions of the study. In Chapter IV, I presented the data analysis pertaining 

to the research questions and a summary of the results. Finally, in Chapter V I 

presented with a discussion of the conclusions of the study and recommendations 

regarding the implications for practice and future research.  
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Chapter II: Review of the Literature 

 Staying on track for high school graduation was dependent on student 

successfully passing required courses and accrual of required course credits 

(Stephens et al., 2016; Watson & Gemin, 2008). If not successful, students used 

programs to recover deficient credits and graduate on time. School systems have 

traditionally offered remedial courses within the summer, such as traditional 

summer school where there is a classroom and a teacher providing instruction 

(Eddy, 2013; Viano & Henry, 2018). Online credit recovery options appealed for 

states and districts with rural populations because these programs allowed schools 

to serve students in remote areas with little resources during the year 

(Di Beneditto, 2018; Frazelle, 2016; Murin et al., 2015; Stephens et al., 2016). 

There was a gap in the research regarding rural, first-generation college students 

who participated in credit recovery and the influence of their self-efficacy 

resulting from participation in these programs upon their perceived academic 

success and social-emotional preparedness as they transitioned to post-secondary 

education (Peterson-Graziose et al., 2013; Schelbe et al., 2019; Watson & Gemin, 

2008).  

 The social and economic costs for students who failed to complete high 

school is often adverse (Davis et al., 2015; Roska & Kingsley, 2019; Stevens 

et al., 2016). Students who failed to complete high school earned less income over 

their lifetimes and were more likely to be unemployed (Stevens et al., 2016; U.S. 

Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015), suffered from more health problems (America’s 

Promise Alliance, 2019), and were at a higher risk for incarceration (Stevens 

et al., 2016; Sum et al., 2009). At the turn of the 21st century, the U.S. 
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government implemented legislative initiatives, designed to increase high school 

graduation rates, which became the focus of state educators (No Child Left 

Behind, 2001; The White House, n.d.). According to Carnevale et al. (2016), 

these efforts to increase the graduation rate led to a decrease in the dropout rates. 

Further, Carnevale et al. (2016) argued increasing the high school graduation rate 

would result in $3 billion in increased annual earnings, contribute to the creation 

of over 14,000 new jobs, and produce increased tax revenues. 

 First-generation college students showed an increased likelihood 

compared to their non-first-generation college peers to come from low-income 

households and contained fewer resources than their counterparts (Reford et al., 

2017; Schelbe et al., 2019). First-generation college students struggled with the 

decision of entering the labor force or attending college (Davis et al., 2015). Rural 

students often shared the same characteristics as first-generation college students. 

Rural students, like first-generation college students, often came from low-income 

households and were likely to attend high schools with limited resources to 

adequately prepare them for college (Byun et al., 2017; Irvin et al., 2011). For 

students, coming from rural areas, who were also first-generation college students 

and had to complete credit recovery to finish high school, the pressure to obtain a 

college degree could deter them from matriculating to a post-secondary option 

(Hiudayaraj & McLean, 2017). The self-esteem of at-risk first-generation college 

students directly correlated to student attrition at 77% (Peterson-Graziose et al., 

2013). In the existing studies on rural, first-generation college students, there was 

a gap in the literature regarding the experiences of students who participated in 

credit recovery to graduate and the influence of those experiences on their 
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perceived self-efficacy regarding potential academic success and social-emotional 

preparedness (Falcon, 2015; Peterson-Graziose et al., 2013; Schelbe et al., 2019).  

 Students’ ability to actively cope with stressors associated with 

experiences of first-generation college students as they progressed through 

college had a direct influence on the outcome of their social-emotional challenges 

and had an impact on their academic outcomes (Mehta et al., 2011; Petty, 2014). 

Mehta et al. (2011), went on to say first-generation college students enter college 

with greater stress and lesser means of coping and has an impact on students’ 

abilities to become socially involved in college and can result in lower academic 

performance and college dissatisfaction. In addition, the distinctive obstacles 

rural, first-generation college students faced, and their self-efficacy regarding 

their perception of college attainment effected their academic and 

social-emotional preparedness in an online setting (Falcon, 2015; 

Peterson-Graziose et al., 2013). 

The History of K-12 Online Learning 

 In 2002, President Bush signed the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) to 

close the student achievement gap by providing students with a fair and equal 

opportunity to obtain a high-quality education (No Child Left Behind Act, of 

2001). NCLB was the first national law to require consequences for schools in the 

United States based on standardized test scores. A criticism of NCLB was 

negative cost it had on students’ social-emotional well-being, causing higher 

levels of test anxiety for children (Whitney & Candelaria, 2017). In 2009, 

President Obama pledged $500 million in federal funds for the creation of new 

online courses and materials (Obama White House Archives, n.d.). In 2010, the 
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Obama administration presented Congress with a Blueprint for Reform of the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (Obama White House Archives (n.d.), 

that addressed issues created by the No Child Left Behind Act enacted by the 

Bush Administration (Obama Whitehouse Archives, n.d.). Blueprint for Reform 

provided states flexibility within the law to pursue plans to close achievement 

gaps, improve quality of teaching, and improve educational outcomes for all 

students. In 2012, the Obama Administration provided $60 million to support 

grants to improve access to learning technology (Obama Whitehouse Archives, 

n.d.). In 2014, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) established an 

E-Rate program that provided discounts to eligible schools and libraries for 

telecommunications, telecommunication services, and internet access as well as 

managed internal broadband services and basic maintenance of internal 

connections. In 2019, the maximum amount of funding for the E-Rate program 

was $4.15 billion (Federal Communications Commission, 2020).  

  With President Obamas pledge of $500 million, the development of 

online courses and materials caused their own fruition. The progression of online 

courses began with students having the ability to access the internet in schools 

(Federal Communications Commission, 2020; Patrick et al., 2020). This 

advancement grew from 14% of schools in the United States having access to the 

internet in classrooms by 1996 to 98% of schools having internet access in 2020 

(Federal Communications Commission, 2020). The online enrollment of 

approximately 45,000 students in the 2000 academic year has grown to 6,932,074 

students in 2018 (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2018). In 2019, 32 

states operated full-time public online schools (Digital Learning Collaborative, 
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2020). Several contexts exist for online credit recovery, such as a replacement for 

face-to-face instruction, which included virtual learning, or as enrichment for 

face-to-face learning that included online activities. The U.S. Department of 

Education (2010) claimed, “Online learning overlaps with the broader category of 

distance learning, which encompasses earlier technologies such as 

correspondence courses, educational television and videoconferencing” (p. xi).  

 In 2020, The Aurora Institute recommended federal policy priorities to 

accelerate educational innovation (Patrick et al., 2020). According to Patrick et al. 

(2020), one of the Federal Policy Priorities was to increase access to broadband 

connectivity. The Aurora Institute recommended the FCC examine E-Rate 

funding for increased usage by schools, simplify the E-Rate application process, 

fully fund E-Rate to provide access to the internet for all students, families, and 

educators, and ensure every school, district, library, and home had internet access 

and the technology to access learning opportunities anytime or anywhere (Patrick 

et al., 2020). E-Rate referred to the funding cap of the Schools and Libraries 

program that provided discounts to eligible schools to obtain internet access and 

telecommunications services (Federal Communications Division, 2020). For rural, 

first-generation college students, often in remote areas of low-income 

communities, these initiatives provided educational opportunities (Patrick et al., 

2020).  

Online Learning 

 By the school year 2014-2015, online education became more common at 

the high school level (Meyer, 2014), with more than 89% of all high school 

offering some type of credit recovery (Noble et al., 2017). According to Meyer 
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(2014), online high schools expanded the range of courses offered to students, 

especially in small, rural, or inner-city schools, beyond what a single school or 

system could offer. Additionally, online learning options provided flexibility for 

students facing scheduling conflicts (Levine et al., 2017). Further, online 

education options provided student learning opportunities not afforded in the 

traditional setting, such as credit recovery, which allowed at-risk students 

opportunities to continue their studies outside the classroom (Meyer, 2014). Prior 

to this, students attended summer school or repeated courses in the traditional 

setting (Heppen et al., 2017). 

According to Watson (2007), online learning took place both in real-time 

(i.e., synchronous) and not in real-time (i.e., asynchronous). Synchronous learning 

tools included webcasting, chat rooms, and desktop audio/video technologies that 

utilized systems to simulate face-to-face teaching strategies like holding meetings 

and lectures with groups of students (U.S. Department of Education, 2020b). With 

the increase and advancements in technology, both asynchronous and 

synchronous learning tools evolved in school systems across the country 

(Aggarwal et al., 2006).  

 Asynchronous learning modulates learning to happen on one’s own time 

(Finol, 2020). It can be carried out online or offline and can be done anywhere at 

any time (Watson, 2007). Asynchronous coursework delivered via the internet, 

email, and online forums (Hrastinski, 2008; Watson, 2007). According to the U.S. 

Department of Education (2010), examples of asynchronous communication tools 

were e-mail, threaded discussion boards, and newsgroups. Asynchronous 

communication tools allowed users to contribute at their convenience. These 
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Asynchronous Learning Networks varied in scope and sequence (i.e., ideas and 

concepts covered in a course) (Mayadas, 1997). Materials included text-based 

lecture notes, discussion boards, pre-recorded lectures, podcasts, or self-guided 

interactive learning modules. The provision and completion of the instructional 

materials, based on the student’s own time schedule, reinforces its asynchronous 

nature (Hrastinski, 2008). Asynchronous learning provided individual pacing, 

scheduling flexibility, and asynchronous collaboration and allowed student 

flexibility (Hrastinski, 2008).  

 Disadvantages included a less collaborative classroom environment, 

leading students to increased transactional distance meaning as the level of 

interaction between instructor and student decreases, learner autonomy must 

increase resulting in more feelings of isolation (Steinman, 2007), asynchronous 

courses did not meet face-to-face; teachers relied on asynchronous tools for 

learning, resulting in students feeling isolated and not a part of the learning 

community, which was essential for collaboration (Hrastinski, 2008). The rapidly 

changing nature of technology presented another disadvantage for asynchronous 

learning; students needed to be up to date with computers and maintain internet 

service, which posed unfortunate problems in remote areas (Aggarwal et al., 

2006). 

Credit Recovery  

A shift in the accountability movement took place around 2010 – 2011 

when the No Child Left Behind Act required high schools to report their four-year 

cohort graduation rates (No Child Left Behind High Act, 2001). In 2010, 

President Obama joined America’s Promise Alliance to launch the GradNation 
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campaign, which set a national goal of 90% high school completion rate by 2020 

(America’s Promise Alliance, 2019). Additionally, in 2012, President Obama 

introduced the Race to the Top initiative that allocated funds to low-performing 

schools for restructuring based on test scores and graduation rates (The White 

House, n.d.). As a result of these initiatives, high school graduation merged into 

the priority of high-stakes accountability targets (Viano & Henry, 2018). 

According to the National Center for Educational Statistics (2019), the high 

school graduation rate in the United States was at 85% in the 2016-2017 school 

year, which was an increase from 79% in the 2010-2011 school year. 

According to Viano and Henry (2018), a solution for low accumulation of 

credits and to increase graduation rates was for students to be able to earn credits 

they had lost from failing courses. Historically, school leaders had accomplished 

this by offering remedial courses in the summer, such as traditional summer 

school, or after school, repeating the course at another time, or grade level 

retention (Eddy, 2013; Viano & Henry, 2018). In accordance with improvements 

in technology, schools progressively opted for OCRP over traditional face-to-face 

courses (Noble et al., 2017). 

Credit recovery programs allowed students to make up credit when 

students had already participated in the course, referred to as seat time (Watson & 

Gemini, 2008). The U.S. Department of Education (2018) defined credit recovery 

as “a strategy that encourages at-risk students to re-take a previously failed course 

required for high school graduation and earn credit if the student successfully 

completes the course requirements” (p. 1). According to Watson and Gemin 

(2008), credit recovery differed from a first-time credit where the student had 
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already completed the seat time requirements but defined unsuccessful in the 

course. Credit recovery programs provided alternative methods for students to 

earn credits and graduate on time which reduced dropout rates (Noble et al., 

2017).  

Programs providing credit recovery housed in different locations, with 

instructional methods, and during alternative times, and occasionally take place in 

and out of the traditional classroom during school hours, after school hours, 

evenings, weekends, and in summer school (Watson & Gemin, 2008). School 

systems had both synchronous and asynchronous options for credit recovery. 

School district leaders had the choice to implement their own programs for credit 

recovery by using free online resources and their own curricula or use online 

materials from commercial vendors (Dessoff, 2009). The objective of providing 

credit recovery was the same regardless of how districts use credit recovery: give 

students the opportunity to recover lost credits from failed courses and help 

students stay in school and graduate on time (Dessoff, 2009; Watson & Gemin, 

2008). 

Advances in technology provided different avenues for students to recover 

credits in a more efficient way so they could graduate on time (Pettyjohn & 

LaFrance, 2014). Students needed to recover credits due to failing a course or 

dropping out of a class. A student who had failed several classes was not likely to 

be at-risk, while a student who failed only one course did not always carry the 

at-risk label (Watson & Gemin, 2008). Students who were not successful in a 

traditional classroom could earn course credits with alternative approaches such 

as credit recovery (Lowen & Fryer, 2006). The focus for credit recovery was to 
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recover the credit for the course and master the content standards for the 

particular course (Watson & Gemin, 2008). The U.S. Department of Education 

(2018) reported, in the 2014-2015 school year, public high schools used credit 

recovery to increase graduation rates; at least 89% of U.S. high schools offered at 

least one credit recovery course, and approximately 15% of all U.S. high school 

students participated in at least one credit recovery course (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2018).  

Credit Recovery Methods 

 According to a report published by the U.S. Department of Education in 

2014-2015, 89% of high schools nationwide offered at least one credit recovery 

course. There were several different methods of the delivery of credit recovery 

programs, of these 71% of U.S. schools provided online credit recovery, both 

synchronous and asynchronous. Mostly regular classroom teachers, followed by 

online course providers, provided the instruction in online courses. The majority 

of high schools across the nation reported offering online credit recovery courses 

during the regular school day (U.S. Department of Education, 2018).  

Face-to-face. A traditional form of face-to-face credit recovery mirrored 

summer school, where a student would recover the lost credit in a traditional 

setting in the summer (Eddy, 2013). Face-to-face direct instruction provided 

re-teaching of the curriculum (Yelon, 2006). For students who struggled to meet 

academic standards in a course they previously failed, face-to-face methods 

offered direct teacher instruction to fill in the gap from the initial course (Boss & 

Railsback, 2002). Boss and Railsback (2002) claimed the individualized or 

small-group instruction provided effective methods of re-teaching. Using a direct 
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face-to-face teaching method for credit recovery offered students direction for the 

objectives, main ideas, and concepts and provided effective and immediate 

feedback (Yelon, 2006). In a study comparing face-to-face credit recovery and 

asynchronous credit recovery in algebra, students who took the online credit 

recovery course had lower scores on an end-of-course assessment, and less 

confidence in their mathematical abilities than students who participated in the 

face-to-face course (Heppen et al., 2017). According to Heppen et al. (2017) 

while students possessed a likelihood to pass a face-to-face course than students 

assigned to the asynchronous credit recovery course, there was no statistically 

significant difference in the high school graduation rate (Heppen et al., 2017). 

Blended learning. Blended learning, or hybrid learning, was the 

combination of online and face-to-face learning in which at least 30% of the 

course was online (Eddy, 2013; Fisher et al., 2017). Blended learning combined 

both synchronous and asynchronous methods of instruction (Fisher et al., 2017). 

Students attended required face-to-face sessions with a certified teacher, and then 

learned in part through an online platform (Horn & Staker, 2014). In a blended 

learning credit recovery method, a teacher filled roles of guide and supervisor to 

students, as well as maneuver them with instruction that kept them on track 

(Fisher et al., 2017). Maxwell (2016) claimed blended learning both gave the 

student control over time, path, or pace in asynchronous learning and provided an 

integrated learning experience in a supervised brick-and-mortar location.  

Asynchronous credit recovery. Different OCRPs were available for 

schools to assist students in earning credit for an unsuccessful course attempt 

(Murin et al., 2015). According to Murin et al. (2015), online credit recovery was 


