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Abstract 

The purpose of this qualitative paper is to explore the difficulties and challenges that the tertiary 

level arts, science, commerce and business teachers face while using adaptive teaching in their 

classrooms. Adaptive teaching aims at personalizing teaching and learning process to individual 

students’ needs, level and abilities. Although in multicultural classrooms like in India the 

students have different learning styles, attitudes, preferences, likes and dislikes, interests and 

learning difficulties, they come to the class with a common aim such as achieving success in 

their learning. As a result, it is imperative to use adaptive teaching techniques to help learners to 

attain this common goal. However, there are a number of hurdles for the teachers to implement 

adaptive teaching in their classrooms. In order to examine the challenges and difficulties that the 

teachers face in the classrooms, ten college lecturers from one of the colleges from Kerala were 

interviewed using an open ended questionnaire and the data was analysed and interpreted 

thematically. The result shows that the teachers have a number of hurdles in implementing 

adaptive teaching and learning techniques in their classrooms. 

Key words: difficulties challenges adaptive teaching techniques classroom 

Introduction  

Students come to the class with different agendas and their needs, skills, knowledge level 

are different. Moreover, their interest, attitudes and even motivation level are not identical. 

Therefore, teachers need to accommodate learners’ different and varied needs, interests; 

motivation level and knowledge level in the process of teaching and learning so that the learners 
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will be able to achieve success in their learning. Adaptive teaching supports each individual 

student regardless their abilities and level by personalizing teaching and learning. It enables 

learners to achieve academic excellence. Adaptive teaching helps teachers to support students 

with special educational needs and disabilities. Nevertheless, teachers face a number of 

challenges and practical difficulties in implementing adaptive teaching in their classrooms. This 

paper explores what challenges and difficulties that tertiary level teachers who teach arts, 

science, commerce and business courses face while using adaptive teaching techniques and 

strategies in their classrooms. 

Adaptive Teaching 

Adaptive teaching is the process of teaching according to each student's characteristics, 

needs, level and interest. It is a teaching approach which aims at accomplishing a common 

teaching objective by accommodating learners’ individual differences, their prior knowledge, 

learning styles and preferences. Adaptive teaching is "applying different teaching strategies to 

different groups of students so that the natural diversity prevalent in the classroom does not 

prevent each student from achieving success" (Borich, 2011). It is “teachers’ adjustments to 

students’ individual developmental states… and … to students’ individual differences and 

learning needs” (Hardy et al., 2019). In adaptive teaching learners’ individual needs and level 

are identified, their skills, strength and weakness are assessed and personalized supports are 

provided accordingly. It enables the teachers to adapt their teaching to support all students in 

classrooms (Department for Education, 2021). Teachers do adaptation in all the three stages of 

teaching i.e., pre-teaching, while teaching and post teaching. According to Allen et al. (2013) a 

teacher uses adaptive teaching while planning a lesson, in the classroom, and after teaching, and 

even while using commercially produced or self-developed teaching and learning materials.  

Adaptive teaching is very important in classrooms since it helps the teachers to address 

individual students’ needs. It is suitable for disadvantaged students as it provides learning 

experience to all students according to their specific needs, skills and level. Adaptive teaching 

transforms classroom from teacher centered to learner centered. Learner centered classroom 

permits the learners to make their own learning decisions (Goodman et al., 2018). Since adaptive 

teaching ensures learner readiness to learn, it brings about learner centered classroom which 
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promotes learner autonomy, and encourages self-regulated learning. Adaptive learning engages 

students and involves them in the process of learning and provides personalized learning 

experience since learner performance and their previous knowledge determines and directs mode 

of content delivery (Dziuban et al., 2016). The learners are no longer passive listeners who 

receive information from teachers as they are actively constructing knowledge in adaptive 

teaching classrooms.  

Teachers can use adaptive teaching techniques like scaffolding, feedback, technology, 

formative assessment and self-regulated learning. Scaffolding is the support and guidance given 

to individual students according to their needs so that they will be able to carry out a task 

independently or display their competence (Wood et al., 1976). In adaptive teaching, feedback 

plays a very important role as it reduces the gap between current knowledge and understanding 

and expected knowledge and understanding (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). Modern technology and 

technological devices support teachers in the process of adaptive teaching. They enable teachers 

to provide personalized teaching to their students whose needs and learning styles are varied. 

Assessment reveals students skills, strength and weakness and indicates learners’ current level 

which will help teachers to choose the ways of delivering knowledge, information and skills. 

According to Sadler (1989) formative assessment is the way of using information given to the 

students about their work so that they can improve their knowledge and competence. The aim of 

formative assessment is to help the learners move forward and equip them with necessary skills 

and tools which enable learners to be responsible for their learning so that they own their own 

learning, success and failure. In self-regulated learning, learners determine, direct, and control 

their own learning as Pintrich and Zusho (2007) point out that the learner set or have own learning 

goals, they  regulate their learning, monitor their learning progress and control their learning 

process.  

Background of the Study 

Research on adaptive teaching has been done extensively in and around the world (e. g. 

Wang, 2020; Brühwiler & Vogt, 2020; Parsons, 2012); nonetheless, very little has been done at 

tertiary level of education in Indian context. The very few studies that investigated adaptive 

teaching in India were on effects of regular feedback on adaptive teaching (e.g. Balamurugan & 
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Uppalapati, 2019). To the researcher’s knowledge, no study has focused on difficulties that 

teachers face while using adaptive teaching techniques to undergraduate and graduate students 

yet.  Since most of the studies have been done in foreign countries, there is very little data about 

adaptive teaching and learning in higher education in Indian. As a consequence, there is a need 

to explore what challenges and difficulties that college lectures face in implementing adaptive 

teaching their in classrooms. In short, this study is an attempt to fill the gap found in the literature.   

Purpose and Research Question of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore the challenges and difficulties that tertiary level 

teachers from arts, science, and commerce and business departments face while using adaptive 

teaching and learning in their classrooms. Consequently, the study used two questions, which 

require the participants to express their views and experience verbally in their own words.  

1. Do you use adaptive teaching in your class? Why? 

2. What are the challenges and difficulties do you face in using adaptive teaching and 

learning techniques in your classrooms?  

Context and Participants 

This study was done in one of the arts and science colleges in Kerala, India. The 

participants were ten lecturers, who were teaching arts, science, commerce and business courses 

to undergraduate students in the Department of Arts, Science and Commerce and Business. The 

participants were both experienced and novice teachers. Six lectures had more than 8 years of 

teaching experience and four lectures had just begun their career as they were in their first year 

of teaching.  

Methods  

Since the study focused on teachers’ beliefs on adaptive teaching and the difficulties and 

challenges that they had in using it for their students, the study was interested in generating their 

views verbally. This study used qualitative approach since “the researcher collects open ended, 
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emerging data with the primary intent of developing themes from the data” (Creswell, 2003, 

p.18) and “Qualitative research is empirical research where the data are not in the form of 

numbers” (Punch, 2009, p. 3). An open ended questionnaire was used to collect the data for this 

study since open- ended questions are asked to collect information “to be analyzed for its 

content” (Brown, 2009, p. 202) and people are asked to give their opinion, feeling and evaluation 

(Wellington, 2000). 

This study used qualitative data analysis frame work given by Miles and Huberman 

(1994) and thematic interpretation was used to analyze the open ended questionnaire. Since the 

data was primarily “textual data”, it employed “interpretative analysis” (Croker, 2009, p. 5) to 

deal with the qualitative data of the open ended interview questionnaire that the study generated. 

As a result, different levels of analysis were done by “moving deeper and deeper into 

understanding the, data and making an interpretation of the larger meaning of the data” 

(Creswell, 2003, p. 190). First of all, the participants’ written responses were typed and the data 

was read to get general overall idea of the data. Meanwhile the data was edited by removing 

unnecessary and irrelevant information and it was summarized without losing any relevant idea 

or information. Next, the data was read intensively and carefully more than once to do coding 

i.e. “naming” (Punch, 2009, p.176) the pieces of data to identify their common features such as 

“crowded class” and “covering syllabus”. After that codes were converted into themes like “large 

class”, “infra structure” and “administration”. Finally themes were explained conceptually. To 

put it in another way, the study used the techniques like identifying patterns and themes by 

reading and re-reading through the data, categorizing and analyzing them, and interpreting them 

meaningfully (Braun & Clarke, 2006; King, 2004; Rice & Ezzy, 1999).  

Results and Findings 

Qualitative analysis of the open ended questionnaire demonstrated that the majority of 

the participant teachers use adaptive teaching in their classes and they face variety of challenges 

and difficulties in using adaptive teaching and learning techniques in their classrooms.  
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According to the data, 60% of the participants (six participants) use adaptive teaching for 

their students while 40% (four participants) do not use adaptive teaching, which is illustrated in 

the pie chart. 

 

Figure 1 

Six participant teachers use adaptive teaching although they face number of difficulties because 

they have found adaptive teaching is very useful for them and effective in their classrooms. 

Moreover, it aids them to help weak students or low achievers by involving and including 

disadvantaged students. According to the participants, adaptive teaching helps them to focus 

more on “students needs” (participants one, three, seven and nine) and “understand their level” 

(participants five, seven, eight and nine). They believe that it “involves, includes and engages” 

(participants one, three, five, seven, eight and nine) the students in the process of learning. 

Furthermore, the classroom becomes learning oriented. However, four participant teachers 

(participant teacher two, four, six and ten) have said that they do not use adaptive teaching since 

they do not have any idea about it.  

40%

60%

Use of Adaptive Technology 

Don’t use  Use
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The analysis of the second question reveals that the participant teachers face a number of 

difficulties and challenges in implementing adaptive teaching in their classrooms. They are 

related to classroom teaching, infra structure, teaching and learning contexts and the nature of 

administration.  The following are the difficulties and challenges that the participants face in 

using adaptive teaching in their classrooms.    

1. Lack of Knowledge and Skills  

One of the challenges that the teachers face in implementing adaptive teaching is lack of 

knowledge about the concept adaptive teaching and learning. Some of the participant teachers 

do not have a clear idea about it. For example participant teacher two, four, six and ten said that 

the concept was new to them. Participant four wrote “I had to surf the internet to know the 

concept.” and participant ten said “it is the first time I have heard the term.” 

Another problem that they face is lack of appropriate skills in implementing adaptive 

teaching techniques like “need analysis, analyzing assessment data, giving feedback, doing 

formative assessment and scaffolding” (Participants two, six and ten). Participant nine wrote, 

“Students needs are rarely identified as we are not good at data analyzing.” In short, the 

participants do not have necessary knowledge and required skills for adaptive teaching. 

2. Confusion 

Most of the teachers are confused between adaptive teaching and differentiated teaching. 

They think that both teaching techniques are the same and can use them interchangeably. To 

demonstrate participants one, three, five, seven and eight said that they “give different tasks for 

different groups and do one-to- one teaching.” Since there is confusion about the concept, the 

participants are not able to use adaptive teaching techniques and strategies in their classroom 

effectively.  
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3. Large Class 

The participant teachers have found that it is not possible to use adaptive teaching in their 

classroom since the size of the classroom is very large and the most of the classes have more 

than 60 students. For instance, participant teacher six wrote that “I want to try new methods and 

techniques in my teaching, but the size of the class is a big hurdle. How can I pay attention to 

individual students’ needs in a class of sixty or seventy?” 

4. Syllabus Constraints 

All the participants have pointed out that syllabus is one of the biggest hurdles that they 

have had in implementing adaptive teaching. They have to cover overloaded syllabus within a 

short period of time as the higher education follows semester system. They have also said that 

their main concern is to “cover syllabus” and they are pressed with “short of time” since they 

have to teach more topics within “a short time of three months.” To illustrate, according to 

participant nine: 

Our main concern now is to complete the syllabus within the stipulated time and our focus 

is on finishing the syllabus before the exam starts. We do not have enough time to finish 

the crowed syllabus. Therefore, we just run to finish it before the commencement of the 

exam.  

Participant seven wrote “Content in the syllabus is overloaded, so it is not possible for me to 

think any other idea in my class.” Participant eight expressed “since providing personalized 

teaching to each student is time consuming, I cannot always do adaptive teaching.” 

5. Infra Structure 

Inflexible and inadequate infrastructure prevents teachers from implementing adaptive 

teaching and learning in their classroom. Most of the classrooms have got minimum basic 

facilities like long benches and desks, projectors and blackboard. Moreover, most of the 

projectors are not working properly due to poor maintenance. Insufficient computers, lap tops 
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and other technological tools in the classrooms are another difficulty that the teachers have had. 

For example, participant teacher three asked, “How can you expect any innovation in a class 

where you cannot find any modern technology?” Participant one viewed, “we cannot think of 

adaptive teaching since we do not have even a good working projector in our classrooms.” 

6. Technology 

Limited technological resources in higher educational institutions hinder the 

implementation of technology based adaptive teaching strategies. According to participant five 

“there are no technological support, tools and facilities for using adaptive teaching systems and 

adaptive learning systems.” Participant six argued “incorporating adaptive learning 

technologies can further personalize the learning experience and make the teaching more 

adaptive. Unfortunately, there are no such technologies available in our classrooms.” Participant 

ten thought “technology facilitates adaptive teaching and tools like learning management 

systems  provide personalized learning experience to our learners, which are not affordable and 

unavailable to our students.” Furthermore, teachers’ lack of knowledge and skills in using 

technology is another reason why they cannot use adaptive teaching for their students. To 

demonstrate, some of the participants felt hat they were not technologically skilled in using 

adaptive teaching technology for their learners as participant six wrote “I am not a techno friendly 

and I always get help from others. So I cannot deal with advanced technology like adaptive 

teaching technology.” Participant nine expressed “My technological knowledge is very basic like 

internet browsing, using word and power point presentation, but adaptive teaching technology 

requires more than this.” Lack of technological skills often prevents the teachers from using 

adaptive teaching. 

7. Classroom Management 

Participant teachers have felt that disciplinary problems are another reason that hinders 

implementing adaptive teaching for their students. According to them whenever they try to focus 

on individual learners, the class becomes noisy and disturbs the adjoining classes. Therefore, 

they teach class as whole so that there will not be any disturbance. For example, participant two 

wrote: 

https://www.structural-learning.com/post/technology-enhanced-learning
https://www.structural-learning.com/post/computational-thinking
https://www.structural-learning.com/post/computational-thinking
https://www.structural-learning.com/post/showbie-a-teachers-guide
https://www.structural-learning.com/post/showbie-a-teachers-guide
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once I was trying to use adaptive teaching techniques like scaffolding with a student who 

struggled to express his own idea, some students started talking each other, some other 

started giggling and a few imitated me which caused chaos in the class. I had to take the 

control of the class, so I just abruptly stopped and continued teaching the class as whole. 

 Classroom management issue becomes a difficult task for teachers to deal with in a large class.   

8. Teacher Centered Classroom 

According to the participants adaptive teaching occurs only in a learner centered 

classroom and point out that their classrooms are teacher-fronted or teacher centered where all 

the decisions are made by teachers and the learners less are active. To illustrate, “I think adaptive 

teaching can take place in a classroom where students take some responsibility in their learning, 

but our students always look for teachers help and they want their teachers to make decision for 

them (participant one).” 

9. Assessment 

The type of assessment determines adaptive teaching as it requires formative assessment. 

However, summative assessment is still being used in colleges. Systematic formative assessment 

is one of the pre-requisite for adaptive teaching as it provides evidence for the students’ level, 

needs and improvement which help teachers to tailor their teaching suitable to each individual 

student. To illustrate, participant three said, “The students are evaluated based on end of the 

semester exams and internal exams and both of them are written exams.” Participants have felt 

that written exams test their volume of knowledge do not indicate their level, issues or lacks as 

participant seven wrote, “exams both end of semester and internal exams just test whether they 

have learned particular piece of knowledge or not.” Participant five viewed, “There is a unified 

end of exam for all students.”  
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10. No Proper Teacher Training 

In order to implement adaptive teaching, teachers must be equipped with skills that are necessary 

to use technology effectively. However, most of the teachers lack such technological skills. The 

participants felt that there should be systematic orientation programs and regular in-service 

training programs that train the teachers in using technology and adaptive teaching techniques. 

Participants have said that there are no teacher training programs in adaptive teaching, training 

in computer skills or not even a “work shop on new technology (participant five).” 

11. Administrative Indifference  

According to the participants, administrative indifference to innovations in the classroom 

is another challenge that the teachers face in implementing adaptive teaching in their classrooms. 

For example, participant four wrote “we do not get support from the administration. They showed 

deaf ears to our repeated request for upgrading our computers and providing new technological 

tools.” Participant ten said “they don’t provide enough furniture for students, just forget about 

new technological tools.” Participant seven point out “The administration neither support us nor 

encourages us, so we feel dejected.” consequently, the teachers are not ready to take risk.  

Managerial Implications of the Study 

The study suggests some practical considerations that need to be taken at different levels 

of higher education system in India. There should be regular and systematic need analysis of 

learners so that the teachers understand what their students needs, level and expectations. The 

size of the classroom should be reduced in order to have individual attention, which is a pre-

requisite for adaptive teaching. Basic needs like movable furniture, projector and other necessary 

technological devices need to be provided. Furthermore, syllabus should be minimized and exam 

pattern needs to be revolutionized. In other words continuous assessment should replace 

traditional internal written exams. Above all, teachers should be trained for using adaptive 

teaching.  

 

https://www.structural-learning.com/post/modelling-learning
https://www.structural-learning.com/post/atl-skills-a-teachers-guide
https://www.structural-learning.com/post/atl-skills-a-teachers-guide
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Limitation  

The result cannot be generalized to other learning environment since it is a qualitative 

study and the result is context specific. To put it another way, this study is limited to the context 

in which the study was done. Furthermore, different contexts and participants may bring a 

different result as the opinion and experience are different from context to context and from 

person to person.  

Recommendations 

A quantitative study is preferred since data can be generalized. A mixed study would 

bring a comprehensive result as it includes both qualitative and quantitative data. A study in 

different learning context with variety of participants is also recommended. Above all, teachers 

should be given orientation in adaptive teaching and intensive training in using adaptive teaching 

techniques.  

Conclusion  

A classroom is not a unified entity but a learning place where mixed abilities meet in 

order to achieve their common goal of attaining success in learning. Adaptive teaching has got 

relevance in such a classroom. This qualitative paper investigated the challenges and difficulties 

that the college lectures face in their classroom. It is found that they have a number of challenges 

and difficulties such as lack of knowledge and skills, confusion with the concept, no 

technological knowledge and skills, inadequate infra structure, large class, crowded syllabus, 

disciplinary problem, administrative indifference and no proper training to use adaptive teaching 

technology.  
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