Turning Challenges Into Successes:

Research on Virtual Learning and Service
Delivery in Adult Education

| Themes From Recent Research on Virtual Services in Adult Education

This brief provides an overview of the challenges that the field of adult education faced as it shifted to
provide virtual services to learners during the pandemic. It also highlights its successes, and provides a
guide for state and local adult education programs as they consider how best to use virtual learning
and service delivery to meet students’ needs.

A sharp increase in demand for virtual services resulted in many challenges for adult
education providers and learners.

Participation in distance education among adult learners grew by 222% between program year 2018
and 2019.! Although adult education programs had been providing virtual services for many years, this
sudden growth posed new challenges. One survey found that 30% of students reported issues with a
lack of devices or internet connectivity,>3 and 64% of respondents reported learning challenges
associated with a lack of digital literacy.? Adult education programs also grappled with how to provide
wraparound services and remote recruitment, orientation, and assessments.*

Despite these challenges, adult education providers rose to the occasion, finding creative ways to
overcome them. Recent research highlights some successes that adult education programs have had
while addressing these challenges.?>*>
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I Looking Ahead

Although emergency remote teaching helped many programs through the pandemic, it is likely not a
sustainable approach since emergency remote instruction often requires improvisation to find quick
solutions to challenges. As state and local adult education program staff move forward, they will need
to determine how to best meet their learners’ needs. Research highlights several suggestions for how
to do this:®7
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| How Do We Know If We’re Doing It Well?

Monitoring and evaluating the virtual services offered will be critical to ensuring the continued success
of adult education programs and learners. USAID has developed a useful roadmap.®

(&) @ S

Step 1: Determine the Step 2: Determine what will Step 3: Determine how data Step 4: Determine the

objectives of monitoring and be measured (reach, will be collected (in person methods and approaches for

evaluating distance learning engagement, and outcomes) or remotely) measurement

* Aclear understanding of * A narrow scope allows you * Local access to technology * A data collection plan
your goals helps you know to focus your efforts and how safely data can ensures that you have the
when you are “there” be collected determines information you need

which strategy to use

| Notes

1 PY 2019 data cover July 2019 to June 2020, so they account for only the first 4 months of the pandemic.

2 Baird, A. S. (2020). The impact of COVID-19 on D.C.’s adult learners: Results from a spring 2020 survey. D.C. Policy Center.
https://www.dcpolicycenter.org/publications/covid-adult-learners-survey/

3 Boeren, E., Roumell, E. A., & Roessger, K. M. (2020). COVID-19 and the future of adult education: An editorial. Adult
Education Quarterly, 70(3). https://www.researchgate.net/publication/341187424 COVID-

19 and the Future of Adult Education An Editorial

4 California Adult Literacy Professional Development Project. (2021). Evidence to action: Increasing engagement and
student persistence through distance- and blended-learning models: What the research says and which practices work.
Research Brief No. 15. http://calpro-online.org/documents/CALPRO-Research-Brief-15-508.pdf

5 Belzer, A., Leon, T., Patterson, M., Rhodes, C., Salas-Isnardi, F., Vanek, J., Webb, C., & Willson-Toso, V. (2020). COVID-19
Rapid Response Report from the Field. Open Door Collection, EdTech Center, and ProLiteracy.
https://www.literacynewyork.org/documents/Covid-19/COVID-19-Report.pdf

6 World Education, Inc. (2020). Transforming Distance Education course.
https://edtech.worlded.org/transforming-distance-education/

7 Joosten, T., Weber, N., Baker, M., Schletzbaum, A., & McGuire, A. (2021). Planning for a blended future: A research-driven
guide for educators. Every Learner Everywhere Network. https://www.everylearnereverywhere.org/resources/planning-
for-a-blended-future/

8 USAID. (2021). A roadmap for measuring distance learning: A review of evidence and emerging practices.
https://www.ictworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Roadmap-Measuring-Distance-Learning.pdf

Turning Challenges Into Successes: Research on Virtual Learning and Service Delivery in Adult Education n


https://www.dcpolicycenter.org/publications/covid-adult-learners-survey/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/341187424_COVID-19_and_the_Future_of_Adult_Education_An_Editorial
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/341187424_COVID-19_and_the_Future_of_Adult_Education_An_Editorial
http://calpro-online.org/documents/CALPRO-Research-Brief-15-508.pdf
https://www.literacynewyork.org/documents/Covid-19/COVID-19-Report.pdf
https://edtech.worlded.org/transforming-distance-education/
https://www.everylearnereverywhere.org/resources/planning-for-a-blended-future/
https://www.everylearnereverywhere.org/resources/planning-for-a-blended-future/
https://www.ictworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Roadmap-Measuring-Distance-Learning.pdf

	Turning Challenges Into Successes: Research on Virtual Learning and Service Delivery in Adult Education
	Themes From Recent Research on Virtual Services in Adult Education
	A sharp increase in demand for virtual services resulted in many challenges for adult education providers and learners.

	Looking Ahead
	How Do We Know If We’re Doing It Well?
	Notes


