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SECTION 3: ADAPTIVITY

Higher Education, Adaptive Change, and 
the Adult Learner: Moving from Academic 
Access to Transformative Excellence

University; and Heather Tillberg-Webb, PhD, Associate Provost of Systems, Planning, and Administration, Lesley 
University

Introduction

Sherri Heads Back to College

a concerted effort to use 
innovative, adaptive, and 

several of their operational and 
service delivery units.
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Five Key Barriers Faced by Sherri
Barrier I: Lack of welcoming onboarding and orientation. 

Barrier II: Unclear pathway to degree completion. Sherri 

Barrier III: Inability to leverage her prior learning and work experience. Sherri noted that many 

Barrier IV: Few or traditional-semester-only course options. 

Barrier V: Inadequate academic and career support.

Institutions need to explain 
all degree requirements to 
students so they can fully 
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The Supporting Transformative Excellence Framework

Figure 1: The STE Framework

The Academic Pillars of STE
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AP 1: Leadership.

AP 2: Culture.

AP 3: Curricula. 

AP 4: Technology. 

AP 5: Administration. 

The Transformative Elements of STE

TE 1: Engagement and Outreach

 

Institutions need to develop 
adaptive engagement and 
outreach practices to eliminate 
barriers to academic access, 
progress, and success for their 
adult student population.
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Partner with junior or community colleges. 

 

Adapt orientation activities. A streamlined and tailored orientation 

Include prior learning assessment. 

TE 2: Program Design
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Provide graduate pathways. 

TE 3: Instructional Delivery

Use active learning approaches. 

TE 4: Learner Support

Provide dedicated professional advising services. 

Programs that are developed 
in partnership with potential 
employers, focused on high 
demand career opportunities 
in the local region, offered in 
the evening, or delivered online 
stand the greatest chance of 
meeting adult learners’ academic 
needs and professional interests. 
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TE 5: Lifelong Learning

 

Employ adaptive learning and asynchronous delivery. 

Focus on professional development. 

Adult learners need just-in-
time support for academic 
questions and tutoring support 
that includes the entire 
process of crafting a paper, 
project, or presentation from 
conceptualization to the use 
of technology in support of the 
concept.
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Linkage between the Academic Pillars and Transformative Elements of STE

Table 1: Academic Pillars and Transformative Elements of STE

Elements
Pillars

Engagement 
and Outreach 

Program 
Design 

Instruction 
Delivery

Learner 
Support

Lifelong 
Learning

Leadership

Culture

Curricula

Technology

Administration 

Conclusion
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 to 
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