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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Sylvan Learning has set the standard for personal-
ized, after-school, academic support programs for
students in elementary grades through high school. It
has been in business for 30 years and was one of the
earliest programs to demonstrate that providing di-
rect supplemental instruction services could be suc-
cessfully scaled nationally. Thenearly 1,100 Sylvan
centers provide academic assistance to thousands
of students each day and have helped more than 2
million students reach their full academic potential.
A relatively little-known but growing component
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of Sylvan Learning’s offerings is Sylvan Online,
a one-to-one academic assistance program that is
offered to students at home in association with their
local Sylvan Learning centers. This Internet-based
service provides the same type of individualized
academic support as the centers, yet it affords
greater flexibility and access. Using proprietary
technologies, Sylvan Online makes it possible to
reach learners—no matter their geographic area or
proximity to a Sylvan Learning center—and helps
them receive the kind of academic support neces-
sary to succeed in school. This chapter describes
the program and attributes of Sylvan Online and
situates the program within the larger context of
extended-day academic programs.
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Reaching Beyond Bricks and Mortar

BACKGROUND

Extended-day or supplemental academic programs
have been part of the educational landscape for
decades, often existing—and even flourishing—
without any evaluation of their actual or potential
impact. Some students attend these programs
because they need to address gaps in basic skills,
while others may have to develop more effective
learning strategies. Still others want to learn and
practice the skills necessary to improve test scores,
and others wish to accelerate their course work
and master the content more quickly. Meeting
the varied needs of students and helping them
to succeed academically is the purpose of these
after-school supplemental programs. In recent
years, research on after-school academic programs
has identified the attributes of programs that are
likely to be effective in reaching the goals set
for students participating in them. Incorporating
these attributes, programs achieve success both
for the students and in the marketplace. Over the
past decade, Sylvan Online (the online program
highlighted in this case study) has focused on
incorporating these attributes and, as a result,
provides academic interventions that make a
difference for students. Furthermore, the orga-
nization continues to explore what other factors
can make this program even more effective and
accessible. Building on Sylvan Learning’s 30
years of experience, Sylvan Online is developing
the potential to be even more successful for its
students and within its marketplace by helping
students develop the skills, habits, and attitudes
needed for lifelong success.

The attributes of effective extended-day
academic programs are what drive the approach
utilized by Sylvan Learning and Sylvan Online.
The case study developed below focuses on how
these attributes come into play and how the strategy
taken by Sylvan Online builds on them. Among
the critical elements are:

. Experienced staff, especially those who
know how to work both with children who
have diverse learning styles and children
who do not necessarily thrive in traditional
learning environments. Equally important,
staff should receive comprehensive train-
ing and ongoing support.

. Quality curriculum, aligned to school cur-
riculum, as well asto local, state, and nation-
al curriculum and standards. Curriculum
should be age/grade-level appropriate and
delivered with effective instructional
techniques, including standardized assess-
ments and varied pedagogical styles that
meet the needs of different learners (e.g.,
personalized instruction, engaging activi-
ties, and interactive learning experiences).

. Programs that provide adequate structure
for participants but also offer flexibility
and provide sufficient time for learning (in
session length and program duration).

. Strong and positive partnerships with
classroom instructors and connections to
the learning community, including parents
and schools.

. Quality resources, including technol-
ogy and facilities that foster sustained lev-
els of involvement in a safe and healthy
environment.

. Well-aligned evaluation and/or research
components to provide feedback on the
program.

Before beginning to delve into the attributes
of effective academic support programs and the
Sylvan Online model, a bit of background is
needed. Over the years, Sylvan Learning’s in-
structional system has demonstrated that it helps
children improve and accelerate their academic
performance while also discovering their love of
learning. However, not all of those who needed
the academic support that supplemental educa-
tion offered could easily attend a program at a
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