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Adoption and Adaptation:
A Framework for Instructional Reform

The success rates of students referred to developmental ed-
ucation speak for themselves—too few students make it to
college-level courses, much less complete college. State poli-
cymakers, the philanthropic community, and individual col-
leges have attempted to address this issue through reforms
in developmental math, reading, and English that vary in
structure and scale. Some colleges pilot a few sections with
an innovative course structure; others embark on a complete
redesign of their developmental course offerings. Although
some of these reforms have gained national attention, many
remain relatively unknown.

In 2011, the Community College Research Center (CCRC)
conducted a national scan of instructional innovations in
developmental education. In addition to cataloging existing
innovations, we inquired about the processes by which col-
leges undertake reform. Based on what we learned from this
scan and from ongoing fieldwork at partner colleges,' we have
developed the “Adoption and Adaptation Framework™ for in-
structional reform.

This preliminary framework consists of three key ele-
ments. The first two—diagnosing student needs and identify-
ing an intervention that aligns with those needs—fall under a
process we call adoption. The third—creating collaborative
structures for ongoing data-informed refinement—is part
of the process of adaptation. The Adoption and Adaptation
Framework rests on the conviction that no innovation can re-
sult in significant student gains without continuous attention
to the process of implementation.

Trends in Developmental Education Reform

In the course of our scan, we cataloged over 60 innova-
tions in math, reading, and English. The scan focused only
on instructional innovations; reforms that did not have a

direct connection to classroom teaching and learning, such as
alterations in assessment and placement practices, were not
included. While our review is by no means exhaustive, it sug-
gests that the majority of instructional reforms fall into four
broad categories: boot camps, compressed courses, learning
communities, and computerized modular learning.

These innovations represent four relatively diverse
approaches to improving outcomes for developmental stu-
dents. Boot camps are designed to prepare students to take
or retake placement exams. Typically they are brief, intense
courses that last one or two weeks and require 20 or more hours
of instruction. Learning communities create cohorts of stu-
dents that take two or more courses together; they often link a
developmental course with a student success course or anoth-
er college-level course. Compressed courses allow students to
progress through their developmental sequence more quickly
by taking two or more courses in one semester. Finally, com-
puterized modular innovations frequently use software to sup-
plement—or, in some cases, largely replace—instructor-led
classroom teaching.

To understand a subset of these innovations more deeply,
we conducted interviews with 29 administrators and faculty
members and visited classrooms at six colleges. We found
that faculty, departments, and administrators are earnestly
engaged in efforts to improve developmental education. Un-
fortunately, despite the widespread appeal of these reform
models, empirical evidence suggests that these popular ap-
proaches have resulted in only modest, short-term gains in
academic progress.>

Many practitioners with whom we spoke were aware
that their approaches were yielding negligible out-
comes and eagerly asked which reform would signifi-
cantly improve the academic success of developmental



students. We argue that no single model is likely to result
in substantial gains in student achievement unless attention
is paid to aligning what happens in the classroom with the
identified needs of students.

Prioritizing the How and Why of Implementation

While there is little definitive evidence on why popular
reforms have not resulted in larger gains for students, our
research suggests there is a tendency to overlook key con-
siderations when adopting reforms. In particular, colleges
often fail to fully identify the challenges students face, to
think through which reform model can best address these
challenges, and to consider how they might implement and
refine a given reform in order to maximize student learning,
progression, and success.

The lack of attention to these critical questions stems
from a number of factors: an organizational culture that
lacks strong faculty leadership and collaboration, weak
networks for sharing information among institutions and
individuals, a shortage of useful mechanisms or tools for
identifying student needs, a small supply of well-publicized
reform options, and pressure on colleges to reform quickly.

A number of mutually reinforcing
circumstances, including financial
constraints, state policy mandates,
accreditation requirements, govern-
ment graduation goals, and phil-
anthropic funding priorities, often
push colleges to adopt reforms in a
reactive rather than proactive fash-
ion. Consequently, faculty and ad-
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ever, if course content and pedagogy remain the same and
are not relevant to students’ academic and professional goals,
students may continue to disengage.

Learning communities can increase students’ comfort and
familiarity with the campus and their peers, but if instructors
do not coordinate their instruction to contextualize and rein-
force skills taught in the paired courses, the benefits for stu-
dents may be negligible. Computer-mediated reforms allow
students to spend more time practicing targeted competen-
cies, but they often rely on a skill-and-drill approach, which
may do little to address student motivation, engagement, and
conceptual understanding.

As the examples above suggest, our interviews with
stakeholders reveal that pedagogical improvement is often
de-emphasized in developmental education reform. Addi-
tionally, most faculty enter community colleges as disciplin-
ary rather than pedagogical experts; few have had experience
examining and refining their classroom practice. Our research
suggests that innovations that explicitly try to change pedago-
gy are the rarest and most challenging to implement. This is
in part the result of traditions of faculty autonomy, increased
reliance on adjuncts, heavy faculty workloads, and weak in-
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at Pellissippi State Community College

- To diagnose student needs, Pellissippi faculty reviewed data

ministrators rarely have time to
thoroughly evaluate whether a giv-
en innovation will address the root
cause of low achievement among
their students.

For example, faculty members
frequently report that students with-
draw from classes, even when they
are intellectually capable of perform-
ing the work. Yet without careful at-
tention to implementation, many
popular reforms may not address
this challenge. Compressed courses,
for instance, allow students to move
more quickly through their course-
work and thus theoretically reduce
opportunities for dropping out. How-

on students’ course pass rates, performance in subsequent
courses, and mastery of identified learning outcomes.

- They designed an intervention that targeted the need they
prioritized: enhanced conceptual understanding of math.

Adaptation

* To select the software system for the redesign, faculty
designed a semester-long experimental pilot.

+ A team of faculty and administrators meet monthly to share
successes and address problems in order to continually refine
the program.

+ Adjunct and full-time faculty participate in professional
development each semester to share strategies and improve
classroom instruction.




structional leadership. In other instances, departments turn
their attention to instruction only after expending consider-
able energy and resources making changes to course format
and content and managing logistical issues (e.g., student reg-
istration and classroom space).

While the four dominant models we identified (and likely
many others) have the potential to improve student outcomes,
prioritizing the how and why of implementation means con-
sidering more than logistics. The Adoption and Adaptation
Framework outlines a collaborative, data-informed process
designed to continuously improve implementation so the
challenges facing students are identified and the innovation
is refined to address those needs.

The Adoption and Adaptation Framework

The Adoption and Adaptation Framework focuses on the
process of implementation. During the adoption phase, col-
leges identify a subset of students’ needs or challenges and
select or develop a reform that explicitly addresses these ar-
eas of concern. During the adaptation phase, stakeholders
review data on an ongoing basis to continuously improve the
reform in terms of course format, curriculum, and pedagogi-
cal approach.

Our fieldwork suggests that the two phases are cyclical
and overlapping and that they can occur within a single col-
lege or across networks of colleges instituting similar re-
forms. To illustrate this framework, we highlight the work of
the developmental mathematics program at Pellissippi State
Community College in Knoxville, Tennessee.

Adoption

Adoption begins with a process of diagnosis. To iden-
tify challenges facing students, colleges will need to collect
and review a variety of data, including course pass rates and
grade distributions; longitudinal data on student progres-
sion across the course sequence and beyond; student perfor-
mance on specified learning outcomes; data disaggregated
by a range of student characteristics (i.e., demographics,
placement exam scores); student perspectives on their expe-
riences, collected via focus groups or surveys; and faculty
perspectives on the issues.

To fully explore the nature of the challenges facing stu-
dents, a diverse coalition of college stakeholders—including
faculty from multiple disciplines, administrators, student
support professionals, institutional researchers, and stu-
dents—should be involved in this work at all stages. Once
the coalition has identified the challenges, it can prioritize
which ones to focus on and identify an approach that specifi-

cally aligns with student needs. This process of selection may
require members of the coalition to seek out approaches at
professional conferences and associations, in research publi-
cations, or through informal information networks.

Faculty and administrators at Pellissippi State Commu-
nity College were concerned about the low pass rates of stu-
dents in their three levels of developmental math. The college
formed a committee to examine student success in subse-
quent math courses and student mastery of application tasks
on course final exams. Based on their review of these data,
they prioritized improving students’ conceptual understand-
ing of math content.

In 2007, the committee looked to the national profes-
sional teaching organizations in mathematics to inform their
approach to reform. They found little evidence of the effec-
tiveness of skill repetition and lecture-based approaches to
mathematics learning at the developmental level. Instead, the
research literature suggested that problem solving and appli-
cation were promising approaches for enhancing students’
conceptual understanding. In response, Pellissippi faculty
designed an approach that combines collaborative learning
with individual computerized modular practice. The rede-
signed developmental math program was fully implemented
in fall 2008.

Adaptation

After a college has selected an intervention, it must adapt
it to meet the needs of its students, the organizational cul-
ture, and college policies. The adaptation process will vary
across instructors and colleges, but optimal implementation
requires a robust support infrastructure to facilitate continu-
ous refinement. Our fieldwork indicates that this work hap-
pens through collaboration and the review of a range of data
sources, including outcome data and artifacts of classroom
practice. For example, faculty may engage in nonevalua-
tive peer observation and collaborative review of curricular
materials, assignments, and student work samples. At the
classroom level, the continuous refinement process invites
experimentation and innovation as instructors try new class-
room approaches and document and share their results. On-
going review of persistence rates, course grades, and student
and faculty experiences and perspectives allows departments
and institutions to continue to adapt the structure of the re-
form for optimal results.

During a pilot semester at Pellissippi, faculty tested three
different computer programs. At the end of the semester,
they compared student pass rates, student proficiency on
conceptual test items, and faculty perspectives on the soft-



ware packages. Based on that experiment and their interest in
helping students improve conceptual understanding, Pellis-
sippi selected the Cognitive Tutor software package for the
lab portion of the course. Since the redesign launched at full
scale, faculty and administrators have continued to refine
the course format, curriculum, and instructors’ pedagogical
approaches.

For example, in addition to training for new faculty, the
college requires four hours of professional development for
returning faculty at the beginning of each semester, during
which instructors model lessons that employ a discovery-
based approach to conceptual math teaching. Pellissippi has
adjusted the number of credit hours, the ratio of classroom
and lab hours, and the policies for student attendance. A com-
mittee of faculty members continues to meet monthly to dis-
cuss the course structure and content, to identify areas that
appear to slow student progress, and to review and revise a
packet of activities for faculty that includes games, projects,
and activities that require students to work collaboratively to
discover and explain math concepts.

Investing in Adoption and Adaptation

The Adoption and Adaptation Framework does not pre-
suppose a single best solution to improve the outcomes of
students referred to developmental education. Instead, it ac-
knowledges that a variety of approaches can be effective if
they are deliberately aligned and refined to meet the needs of
the students within a particular context. This alignment and
refinement process attends to institutional processes, course
format, curriculum, and pedagogy. The framework we pro-
pose comes with challenges, not the least of which is finding
the time, space, and money to facilitate this ongoing work.

Early findings from the Scaling Innovation project in-
dicate that this type of implementation-focused work in-
evitably leads to potentially difficult conversations about
teaching, learning, and expectations of students and fac-
ulty—yet there are clear benefits to investing resources to
align and refine a reform. The collaborative process can cre-
ate a positive professional culture in which stakeholders see
the fruits of their efforts to improve student learning and
achievement. On the other hand, if colleges do not under-
take this process of continual refinement and improvement,

student outcomes will almost assuredly stagnate, and the
continual and exhausting search for the non-existent “magic
bullet” will commence once again.
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