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Abstract
This article describes programmatic and instructional
responses to the shutdown and the changing needs of
learners that were triggered by the spread of COVID-19.
It reports on the findings of a group of researchers who
interviewed a convenience sample of state adult edu-
cation staff, program managers, instructional leaders
and supervisors, and instructors soon after the shut-
down began and again about 15 months later. They
indicate that responding to the initial emergency has
been an impetus for meaningful innovation and a
broader array of instructional and support options for
learners, but challenges and questions remain about
how to sustain it.

Transformation is often triggered by disorientation, when prior ways of understanding and
functioning in the world are perceived as no longer effective (Mezirow, 2000). Just as in
many aspects of daily life, COVID triggered such a transformation in adult foundational
education, encompassing literacy, numeracy, and language education; high school equiv-
alency test preparation; and workforce development (simply “adult education” for brevity
throughout the article), when programs were forced abruptly to offer services remotely in
mid-March 2020. Though the pandemic caused hardship and threats to health, and the
pivot to remote instruction was stressful, it also created opportunities for innovation. In
many cases, this innovation offered new ways of providing student support and instruc-
tion by leveraging digital technologies to make learning more flexible and personalized.
The change included ideas that adult education programs and practitioners had perhaps
considered but not previously prioritized. This article aims to report on these innovations
that were initiated as an emergency response but many in the field now see as having per-
manently transformed it.
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SETTING THE STAGE—DIGITAL LEARNING IN ADULT EDUCATION
BEFORE COVID

The benefits of leveraging technology to extend and personalize learning have been doc-
umented in adult education programs (Rosin et al., 2017; Vanek & Harris, 2020; Vanek
et al., 2019), and the linkage between literacy levels and digital problem solving has also
been acknowledged (OECD, 2015). Yet, prior to the pandemic, many programs struggled
to implement distance learning—that is, learning outside of a centralized, physical space
designated for educational purposes—using digital formats. This was due to constraints on
funding, inadequate staff expertise, apparent low learner interest, and the inertia of policy
and process that often shape adult education programming. This struggle is evident in fed-
eral data on participation in distance education (e.g., NRS, n.d.; Table 4C) where, between
2016 and 2019, the number of learners held at just under four%. However small the partic-
ipation in this format, it was effective; distance learners, that is learners reported in federal
data as learning mostly asynchronously and online, performed either as well or better than
nondistance learners (National Reporting System for Adult Education, n.d.; Vanek, 2022).

Low implementation of digital learning opportunities was also evidenced in survey
responses collected from 773 adult educators, tutors, and program administrators between
late May and early June 2020 (approximately 10 weeks after in-class instruction was sus-
pended across the United States). As Belzer et al. (2020) reported, most of the survey
respondents, administrators, and adult educators alike had been working in programs not
previously offering distance education. Furthermore, the vast majority of adult educators
(including those working in programs where distance education was offered) had neither
previously taught in a distance education setting nor had prior training to do so (Vanek,
2022).

DIGITAL LEARNING DURING THE PANDEMIC

The pandemic has served as a laboratory that has tested, and, really, pushed the capacity of
adult education practitioners and learners to engage in instruction and learning through
digital technologies. Promising practices have been identified through early descriptive
research (Belzer et al., 2020; Vanek & Goumas, 2021; Vanek et al., 2021). Since the onset of
the pandemic, practitioners and administrators have noted that these new ways of teach-
ing and learning through technology have reshaped administrative practices, instructional
routines, and go-to resources such that “going back to the teaching that existed before the
pandemic would likely cause even more disruption” (Vanek & Goumas, 2021, p. 11). This
drastic, accelerated need to learn about and adopt digital technologies has resulted in a
widespread transformation in adult education programs across the United States. In what
follows, we highlight the range of emergency responses that emerged in the early days of
the shutdown, describe how the disorientation with the shutdown led to transformation,
and conclude by outlining what may be needed to support, strengthen, and sustain these
changes over time.

RESPONSIVE CHANGE: RISING QUICKLY TO THE DEMANDS OF THE
MOMENT, MAY AND JUNE 2020

Although some programs simply shut down operations as COVID began to spread rapidly
in the United States, most took a few days or a few weeks to quickly retool in order to offer
“emergency remote teaching” (Hodges et al, 2020). Beginning in late April and concluding
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in late May 2020, a group of 14 adult education researchers and practitioner-leaders fanned
out (virtually) across the country to determine what this looked like. They conducted 49
interviews with state adult education directors, program managers, instructional support
staff, and adult educators from 20 states. This section draws on an analysis of that data
collected along with survey data collected from 773 adult educators, tutors, and program
administrators in May and June of 2020 (Belzer et al., 2020). They indicated that, while the
responsive change presented many challenges, benefits and opportunities were also evi-
dent. Most of the interview participants saw moving to remote instruction as something
that should have been widely available well before the shutdown and anticipated it contin-
uing, at least in some way, after the emergency passed and learners could safely return to
classrooms.

Belzer et al. (2020) report that 97% of the participating programs were found to have
instituted some form of online learning in their programs, while 70% of participating adult
educators instituted remote learning in all their programming. Programs used digital and
nondigital resources and synchronous and asynchronous learning strategies to continue
to address differing learner needs as best as they could. Services were offered using any
online tool they could get their hands on and learn to use quickly; they reached out to
learners by phone, text, and email to let them know the program would be operational
and got started as quickly as possible. Where online learning was not possible, programs
used mail or delivered paper packets of instructional materials. When it came to staying
connected with learners, programs were inventive in every way imaginable, using what-
ever combination of old and new technologies was necessary including anything from mail
and telephones, to texting apps and shared photos, to online learning platforms and video
meeting tools.

Impact on adult educators

Adult educators quickly learned new teaching strategies, acquired and learned how to
use new digital instructional tools, adjusted teaching based on learner feedback, and
responded to ongoing policy clarifications. While many programs went all in on remote
learning very quickly, others implemented it in phases making it a little easier for adult
educators to manage and acquire new skills. Adult educators accessed what was reported
as abundant professional development (PD) offerings to increase their digital teaching
skills, but they were on a very steep learning curve. However, whatever the approach, adult
educators generally reported being overworked and stressed. Additionally, they were chal-
lenged by boundary issues when working from home, especially if they also had children
participating in distance education. Feelings of isolation and emotional fatigue were com-
mon among respondents. Yet, some adult educators felt energized as they gained new
skills, rethought their practices through a new lens, and connected with learners in new
ways.

The challenge of digital access

Practitioners and learners faced many obstacles in making the shift to remote teaching.
Perhaps the most daunting was accessing and using digital technology. Unfortunately,
most learners and many adult educators were on the “wrong side” of the digital divide,
meaning they lacked digital literacy skills and access to hardware, software, and broad-
band. Interviewees did see that the convenience of remote teaching gave access to some
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learners who had not previously been able to participate, many of whom seemed to
flourish in the remote environment. However, they also saw learners struggling to learn
remotely, in many cases with only a phone; very few programs were at first able to lend
out devices. The struggles to deal with hardware and software issues were widespread. Pro-
grams drew on IT support wherever they could find it—for example, from the local school
districts and community colleges where they were housed or from in-house self-taught
experts—to help. Many adult educators were the IT support for learners. When there was
no help available, program administrators and adult educators had to fend for themselves.
Some found creative solutions for providing access to broadband. For example, in one case,
because local school buses had hot spots, a program utilized the bus parking lots. Program
staff also helped learners connect with providers who were offering free or inexpensive
access during the early days of the pandemic.

Overcoming barriers to learning and administrative challenges

Learners in adult education programs also faced enormous financial, emotional, and phys-
ical challenges as the shutdown took hold. Some worked many hours more, some lost their
jobs, most had to contend with children doing school at home, and many were sick or
taking care of sick family members. Programs responded by stepping up the support they
offered. Adult education staff used a range of technologies to go to extraordinary lengths,
well beyond anything they had ever done before, to reach out to learners to offer emotional
support, break down isolation, and provide information on social service resources such as
food banks, emergency supplies, unemployment services, and mental health assistance.
Because of this, interviewees reported that adult education became important to learners
in new ways. Yet, despite the extraordinary efforts among adult educators and administra-
tors, some barriers simply could not be overcome. Enrolment plummeted, with estimates
ranging from 30% to 60% decreases, as learners made clear that they were either unable or
unwilling to take part in remote instruction.

In addition to the many challenges of meeting learners’ needs after suddenly shifting
to remote instruction, there were administrative issues to contend with as well. One of
the most pressing was the need to administer required initial assessments which had not
been designed for remote use; even when they were, learners generally lacked the capacity
to complete tests this way. Consequently, many programs stopped enroling new learners,
while others created their own assessments so that they could continue to do so. At the time
Belzer et al. (2020) published their findings, test publishers were in the process of devel-
oping procedures for remote administration that would become available in the coming
months. Being able to assess incoming learners would allow programs to support recruit-
ment, intake, and orientation efforts throughout the pandemic, but there were many ques-
tions about how this would work. Programs also adjusted funding allocations and found
new sources to provide more support for classes, PD, and team-teaching opportunities for
practitioners, regular contact with learners, and new services including distribution of food
and emergency supplies (e.g., diapers and toiletries), and a frequently updated program
webpage listing community resources and health and safety tips. They were doing their
best to respond to ever-changing conditions, but administrators had many policy-related
questions that emerged in the pivot to remote learning, which focused on meeting fed-
eral and/or state guidelines for use of funds and expectations for reporting enrolment and
learner outcomes established prior to COVID and not yet adjusted to conditions on the
ground.

Even as interviewees dealt with overwhelming change and ongoing uncertainty, they
noted silver linings in the midst of crises. For example, program administrators and adult
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educators talked about the good that came from being “forced” to move program services
online. They saw that going online enabled learners to participate who could not before
due, for example, to transportation or childcare issues. Some learners who had strug-
gled with in-person learning “blossomed” in online instruction. Many program admin-
istrators and adult educators described a spirit of cooperation and camaraderie as well
as an impressive level of creativity, adaptability, and resilience among staff. Administra-
tors observed learner buy-in and even enthusiasm for connecting with adult educators
and peers in an online environment. While they themselves had had to do it too, adult
educators especially praised learners for going outside their comfort zone to embrace the
relevance of online learning. State directors foresaw a changing landscape that could per-
manently provide online learning options not thought possible before.

The shutdown in the early days of the pandemic was definitely a disorienting dilemma
that had the potential to initiate a collective transformation in adult education. Sud-
denly much of what had been considered normal instructional practice and program-
matic structure and functioning was upended. Certainly, some practitioners struggled
with new ways of working and quit their jobs, but most worked tirelessly to change
almost everything about how they did their work, how they thought about teaching, learn-
ing, program management, and how they understood and responded to their learners’
needs.

EVOLVING FROM EMERGENCY RESPONSE TO SUSTAINED
INNOVATION, JULY–NOVEMBER 2021

About a year after our first round of interviews in the summer and fall of 2021, adult educa-
tion researchers and practitioner-leaders conducted interviews with many of the original
interviewees. They were recontacted to see what had happened in their states, programs,
and classrooms during the intervening year as the country settled into ongoing waves of
COVID surges, constantly changing conditions related to program operating status, pol-
icy updates, and the (often elusive) “new normal.” Interviews with 22 respondents from 10
states were conducted. Interview data showed that the manner in which programs were
more recently offering services (fully remote, in-person, or hybrid) varied depending on
when the interview was conducted and where the program was located. The situation was
still fluid given the dynamic nature of the virus and differing views on social distancing
depending on state and local mandates. However, at the time we are writing this article,
and now, several months after this second round of interviews, remote teaching now seems
firmly entrenched in adult education.

By the time we conducted these interviews, many program administrators and instruc-
tional staff seemed to have experienced a transformative learning experience. This is
defined, in short, as permanently changed understandings and interpretations of expe-
rience and new ways of acting triggered by a no-longer adequate framework for making
sense of and operating in one’s context (Mezirow, 2000). While they may not have followed
the transformational process exactly as described by Mezirow (2000), they did seem to
engage, in a very compressed way, in many of the transformative activities he describes.
These included a shared recognition that business as usual was no longer possible; explor-
ing new actions, roles, and responsibilities; planning a course of action; acquiring new
skills; and provisionally trying out new practices and new ways of being a professional in
the field.

Even in cases where programs had returned to in-person classes, they all continued
to offer online and hybrid options. They had also adjusted their assessment and intake
procedures. Because of the difficulty, inefficiency, and expense of conducting remote
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assessment, which became available a few months into the shutdown, many programs that
were still functioning primarily remotely asked learners to come onsite for intake and/or
assessment, but some had figured out how to integrate remote assessment into their intake
procedures. There were several examples of credentialing programs that needed to deliver
demonstration and hands-on training in person. Nonetheless, most interviewees indicated
that they would continue to offer remote and hybrid options, even when they could oper-
ate entirely in person, because remote instruction offers flexibility and expanded access for
learners who cannot commit to regular classroom attendance or who prefer to learn online.
Interviewees acknowledged that the commitment to access and flexibility stemmed from a
desire to meet learners where they are, but that this had created extra costs and adminis-
trative complications yet to be resolved.

Barriers, support, and enrolment

The adult educators and administrators interviewed reported that learner participation
levels were inconsistent. Not surprisingly, they continued to face many factors that chal-
lenged their capacity to participate in online classes, including those related to physical
and emotional health, employment, and logistics of learning at home. Most of the chal-
lenges were COVID-related, but other contextual factors such as extreme weather also
played a role.

Programs had put many additional supports in place to try to help learners initiate and
maintain their enrolment. Many adult educators continued to make themselves available
for hours outside of class time. Some programs hired additional staff and used texting tools
to reach out to learners on a regular schedule and to provide referrals to resources and ser-
vices that could help address life challenges that can interfere with learning (e.g., food inse-
curity, housing, and health). Learners continued to find instructional, technology, emo-
tional, and basic needs support through their programs in ways they had not before the
pandemic. In general, total enrolment was reported as still down (but not consistently),
but attendance rates and learning engagement appeared to be up, and substantial progress
toward learner goals was observed. It is important to note that this optimistic outlook
depended on learners having access to and confidence with remote learning. Obviously,
this left many learners out.

Interviewees who completed the second interview identified specific learner popula-
tions whose attendance was affected (for better or worse) by remote instruction, but those
who seemed to be most affected varied by program. Rather than supporting generaliza-
tions about some populations better able than others to engage in remote instruction, the
variability begs the question of whether some programs were simply better than others at
connecting with and serving specific populations in this way. As programs faced a return to
in-person instruction, they knew that some learners had been waiting for just that day; oth-
ers only wanted remote instruction and would drop out if it did not continue. This response
made it clear that programs would need to provide both options going forward if they are
to maximize access for learners.

Mitigating the challenge of digital access

In recognition that many learners had to depend on cell phones, lacking easier to use
devices, Wi-Fi, and the digital skills necessary to participate in remote digital learning,
many programs have added questions to their intake process to understand learners’ needs
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in this area. Although access to devices and broadband continued to plague some pro-
grams, many indicated that they had eventually been able to use (or attain new) funds
to buy and then lend out laptops, tablets, and mobile hotspots. In some locations, public
hotspots were created (e.g., in parking lots or near libraries). They also took a proactive role
in matching learners with opportunities to access the internet at reduced costs, an oppor-
tunity that increased over time. However, programs recognize that many learners are still
dependent on smartphones for access to the internet and purposefully select technology
tools that are cell phone friendly and downloadable. Other programs continued to send
out or deliver instructional packets on paper. In general, programs continue to try to max-
imize accessibility in whatever way possible as they increasingly understand access issues
for learners.

Impact on adult educators

Despite exhaustion caused by increased workloads and the emotional labor and stress
brought on by constant decision-making necessary in the ever-changing COVID situation,
learning challenges, and making themselves especially available to learners, interviewees
indicated a sense of greater competence and comfort using technology tools than they had
when interviewed in the previous year. They also took pride in their learners’ progress,
which they felt they had been able to support in spite of very challenging circumstances.
Clearly, they felt much had been gained from the affordances of teaching online. However,
interviewees expressed regret about loss of the type of contact with learners that is only
possible when they are in the same physical space for extended periods over weeks and
months and said it was difficult to replicate that in a remote setting.

While a sense of loss was often expressed, there was also optimism, pride, and even sur-
prise at what had been accomplished. Although they may have entered into remote teach-
ing reluctantly, many reported feeling they were now teaching the way they should have
been prior to the pandemic. Some talked about how they have rethought much of how they
teach because of the affordances and challenges of remote teaching. Others stuck closely to
a “translation” approach, trying to approximate in the online setting what they were doing
in the in-person classroom. Yet, most seemed to feel that remote teaching had changed
them.

Many adult educators reported that their skills had been honed not only by experience
gained during the year since the shutdown began, but also by a plethora of PD offerings
available. They also experienced increased collegiality, which encouraged sharing, peer
observations, and team teaching reported to be especially impactful in their growth. They
especially appreciated when PD utilized the platforms and tools they were learning to use
in their classroom. Some adult educators were at the saturation point with regard to PD,
but others said they felt more would be needed as they transitioned to hybrid approaches
in the coming year. Looking toward ongoing use of digital teaching and learning, others
saw a need for PD that helped them get beyond “start up” to focus on high-quality remote
instruction.

Adult educators were drawing on a wide range of technology tools and learning man-
agement systems (LMS) to support instruction. These choices were driven by availability
and appropriateness in terms of curriculum needs, what was being used in the local school
district, learner needs and skills levels, content areas, affordability, usability, and flexibil-
ity. A year after emergency instruction began, choices seemed to be made more thought-
fully and systematically, and adult educators and program managers described using dig-
ital tools in ways they felt effectively supported both learning and community building
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through interactions between them and learners, as well as among learners. They also had
a bigger repertoire of choices and reported using as many modalities as they could to meet
the needs of learners. Interviewees observed that technology enabled instructional innova-
tions, including more differentiated instruction and team teaching. They used these strate-
gies to increase individualization and encourage deeper and more critical thinking.

THE CHALLENGE OF SUSTAINABILITY

The future of adult foundational education will be defined by the digital transformation
set in motion by the pandemic. In the earliest days, programs simply reacted in what-
ever way they could to the impact of COVID as they grasped at whatever was in reach.
A year later, they no longer gave the impression that they were building a brand-new
plane while flying it. Instead, they were thinking about shaping, tweaking, and adapt-
ing; they were contemplating what works best instead of what works at all. The second
round of interviewees expressed surprise and delight that online learning was effective, as
it seemed to be so for so many learners. This reflected a significant shift in their think-
ing and seems to indicate a growing recognition that COVID has given the field opportu-
nities to innovate in ways that would have been unimaginable to them before the shut-
down in 2020. In other words, the interviewees seemed to be indicating that they had
moved beyond one of the later stages of transformation, what Mezirow (2000) identifies
as provisionally trying out new roles and activities. Rather, they were nearing the end
of the process. They reflected a sense of competence and confidence as they engaged
in the process of what Mezirow calls reintegration. This means moving out of the crisis
brought on by a disorienting dilemma to a new way of understanding, seeing, and act-
ing. Surely not every program or every practitioner has undergone a complete transfor-
mation, but most interviewees seemed to indicate that they were well on their way. Adult
education programs are deploying technologies in ways that support learners in new ways,
and many of these beneficial shifts are not bound by crises. The interviewees seemed to
indicate that, with proper supports, using digital technologies can increase participation
and be effective. As programs move further from the onset of the pandemic, sustaining
these practices is increasingly feasible. Yet, many challenges and policy issues still must be
resolved, not only to sustain the transformation, but also to continue to support its positive
evolution.

A first challenge is the need for evaluation of innovations. Now that the changes made
over the last 2 years have begun to feel normal and as programs begin to think about quality
rather than just surviving, there is a need to evaluate and elevate the potential of remote
learning approaches. It is important to understand, of the many options available, what
works best for whom, and under what circumstances when it comes to online learning.

In addition to equity issues regarding access to broadband and devices already dis-
cussed, a second challenge is ensuring equitable access to educational services that meet
the needs of all learners. Lack of access to educational programming is a major issue; inter-
viewees made it clear that some learners can thrive in online instruction and others need
face-to-face opportunities. Thus, a focus on equity would suggest the importance of offer-
ing both. In the long term, wholesale loss of a large number of adult education participants
is untenable and unethical. Understanding how to balance the broad range of preferences
and access to remote learning with those who do not want to or cannot participate this way
is critical. Finding a way to “do hybrid right” will contribute to greater access and equity.
Learners should play a key role in both evaluation and identifying and responding to equity
issues.
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Revising or developing new policies to accompany innovations is another challenge.
Policy adjustments need to be made for assessment, attendance, and use of acceptable
platforms and tools. Assessing adult learner outcomes in learning, employment, or cre-
dentialing has shifted dramatically. Given how high the stakes are for assessment in the
adult education context where accountability is tightly tied to program funding, having
consistent and practical policies in place for remote assessment is imperative. Policies on
attendance—whether online, in-person, or hybrid—need to be reexamined and adjusted,
moving forward. Articulated policies on what learning platforms and tools can be used
and what limitations programs may face in selecting them also require policy adjustments,
depending on how centralized a state is and the extent to which it evaluates acceptability.

An additional, and major, challenge is the additional funds needed to sustain, expand,
and continue to refine innovations. Interviewees reported marshaling Coronavirus Aid,
Relief, and Economic Security Act (CARES) funds and other extra money that came into the
system as a result of COVID to support initial responses to the crisis. Interviewees made
clear that maintaining the intensified level of service and sustaining innovations begun
during emergency remote instruction will be costly. Thus adult education needs to be able
to get beyond thinking of an initial “COVID response” to more generally considering how
to fund and use technology and innovative approaches in ongoing, effective, and produc-
tive ways. Funding will need to be reconfigured; availability of funding may point to serving
fewer learners with more intensity in synchronously online and face-to-face approaches or
to engaging learners more broadly and asynchronously. The experiences of serving learn-
ers effectively during the pandemic have pointed out the need for funds for initial purchase
and ongoing maintenance of hardware, software, instructional and instructor supports,
wraparound services, smaller class sizes, continued PD, and evaluation.

CONCLUSION

Meeting these challenges will continue to test and refine the resourcefulness and creativ-
ity of adult education leaders and policymakers. Evaluating and elevating the potential of
remote learning approaches show promise to strengthen the field’s capacity to serve learn-
ers well. The growing recognition of opportunities to innovate may contribute to greater
access and equity. Revising or developing new policies to accompany innovations will
ensure that programs and staff can continue transforming their services without sacrificing
accountability or funding. Adequate funding will help ensure these opportunities become
reality. Sustaining and then continuing to grow and refine innovations begun during a time
of crises has the potential to support, strengthen, and sustain adult foundational education
as the field evolves during and beyond the pandemic era. Transformation means there is no
going back (Poutiatine, 2009); now the challenge is to continue to move forward in expand-
ing the access and quality of educational opportunity for all adult learners, whether they
access it remotely, in person, or in a hybrid format.
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