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One size does not fit all, at least when it comes to unlocking the ability to learn for under-
prepared adolescents and adults.  Pace Learning knows this.  For over twenty-five years Pace 
Learning has not wavered in its dedication to developing and implementing the most 
effective mathematics, reading, language arts, writing, science, and employability skills 
programs for the adolescent or adult who has not experienced academic success in 
traditional educational environments.   
 
Adults and youth seeking basic skills instruction--whether totally illiterate, functionally 
illiterate, or marginally literate--share two characteristics: These individuals reflect a diversity 
and a heterogeneity unheard of in K-12 classrooms; and they have not been successful in 
traditional learning environments.  Pace Learning makes the assumption that these 
individuals are not deficit, rather, for a variety of reasons, they were unable to learn in 
previous educational settings. To address the instructional requirements of this diverse 
population, Pace Learning provides access via multiple modalities, careful structuring and 
design of the lessons, small steps, positive and immediate feedback, and on-going assessment 
and diagnosis.  Pace Learning focuses on developing the individual’s competence while 
emphasizing retention of what has been learned and the ability to apply learning to new 
situations. Through its powerful diagnostic and assessment capabilities and the careful design 
and reinforcement of the instruction it provides, Pace Learning breaks the pattern of failure 
for at-risk adolescents and under prepared adults. 
 
 
Pace Learning Research & Development for the Target Learner 
 
The roots of Pace Learning are embedded in a unique research project in education and 
rehabilitation that dates back to the 1960s and 1970s.  Dr. John McKee conducted the 
project under the Rehabilitation Research Foundation at Draper Correctional Center in 
Alabama.  Based on his significant background in rehabilitation and psychology, Dr. McKee 
felt that older adolescents and adults who lacked basic skills required a different approach 
from what they had experienced in their previous education. “Whenever you have students 
who have failed, you do not give them more of the same, as traditional education frequently 
does.  You must instead vary your instructional methods so that they will succeed. In short, 
you individualize instruction.” (J. McKee, 1998) 
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Dr. McKee’s pioneering work received national recognition and funding through such 
agencies as the National Institute of Mental Health, the U.S. Department of Labor, the U.S. 
Office of Education, and the Ford Foundation.  He demonstrated that learning could be 
greatly enhanced by applying a learning approach that was just then emerging from 
psychological research.  In 1977, Dr. McKee founded Pace Learning to develop and extend 
this effective approach. 
 
With the Pace Learning instructional system, learners maintain control while they experience 
success through small, sequential steps.  The powerful assessment system insures that 
learners begin at point where they will experience success. They are taught how to learn, how 
to solve problems, and how to think critically while developing specific language and 
computational skills.  The comprehensive Pace Learning curriculum is built upon the 
foundations of the critical learning needs of the target adult and adolescent populations:  
relevancy, privacy, individualization, control, immediate corrective feedback, and success.  
(T. Turner, 1988) 
 
The Pace Learning solution begins at the foundation of literacy skills and continues through 
to advanced basic skills education, so that it is appropriate for older learners (14 years old 
and up), ranging from non-readers through those preparing for high school graduation or 
equivalency.  The Pace Learning program stimulates an interest in literacy and learning, 
teaches basic skills, and demonstrates the practical application of those skills and their 
relevancy to the daily lives of the learners.   
 
Pace Learning reflects the unique characteristics of adolescent and adult learners. 
 
The Pace Learning solution is unique in that it directly addresses the differences between 
adult learners and younger students that the leading researcher on adult learning, Malcolm 
Knowles, has identified.   
 
1.   Knowles explains that adults are more self-directed than are younger students.  Programs 

for older learners must incorporate self-paced, self-directed instruction. 
 

Pace Learning recognizes the need older adolescents and adults have for autonomy. The 
careful design of its instruction not only individualizes instruction to each learner, but is 
constructed so that students move at their own pace with at least 90% mastery.  
Research indicates that adults and older adolescent learners prefer self-directed learning 
projects over group learning experiences led by a professional.  They select more than 
one medium for learning, and they desire to control pace and start/stop times. 
 
For example, research has shown that if the pace of instruction is too fast for a learner, 
he or she becomes frustrated and often confused.  Learning is impaired and even ends 
for many of these individuals.  This is what many academically unsuccessful adolescents 
and adults have experienced in traditional classrooms.  The result is that they drop out, if 
not physically, then mentally.  They begin to internalize failure and the sense that they 
can’t learn. 
 
Likewise, for some students, if the pace of instruction is too slow, they become bored 
and act out or drop out, again both physically and mentally.   
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One size does not fit all learners. The pace of instruction must enable all students to 
work through the instructional material at an individualized rate that insures both success 
and mastery.  Pace Learning’s unique instructional design has met and succeeded this 
challenge for over twenty-five years.  Each Pace Learning learner’s educational strengths 
and weaknesses are thoroughly assessed and an individual learning plan is generated 
based on the assessment for that particular learner, so that each student begins his or her 
instruction at the point where each can be successful without learning being redundant. 
Students begin at the exact point of their basic entry skills. Pace Learning does not 
assume that the learner has been exposed previously to a skill or concept. 
 
The individualized learning plan identifies learning objectives, orders the topics, and 
sequences content into highly interactive, frame-by-frame instructional tutorials.  
Learners progress in small steps characterized by significant interaction with the 
instructional material and by positive, rather than negative, feedback.  Checkpoints along 
the learning continuum enable learners to branch, thereby further individualizing 
instruction and insuring that learners are not bored or frustrated.  The performance data 
that learners generate as they work through the lessons provide teachers with a wealth of 
evaluation and validation information that they can use to further individualize the 
program for learners who are not progressing as they should. 
 
The Pace Learning program does not merely remediate, it teaches.  Students are clearly 
told what they are going to learn.  The Pace Learning program then proceeds to provide 
a wealth of instruction that requires frequent and highly interactive responses from the 
learners by assessing progress in several dimensions. For example, on a single screen of 
instruction, learners may observe carefully constructed animations that illustrate a 
concept dynamically.  The learner may then be asked to drag and drop material items on 
the screen to further reinforce the concept.  Rather than selecting from multiple-choice 
responses, the learner will type his or her responses and then compare them with the 
correct response. The learners are always required to think and construct their responses.  
Pace Learning does not rely on rote responding or just pressing 123 or ABC. Further, 
research has also verified that students who actively respond while learning learn more 
rapidly and have higher retention. 
 
Learners can request that instruction be repeated as often as necessary and on-going 
assessments determine if the learner has achieved mastery.  Learners actually receive 
feedback on areas that need additional work and are directed back to the specific 
instructional sequences to work at their own pace; however, the system does not permit 
them to advance until they have achieved 90% mastery.  In unique situations, the teacher 
may over ride this mastery level.  When students fail to achieve mastery, the Pace 
Learning system does not merely provide the same instruction again, but teaches the 
skill, knowledge or concept in a different way. 
 
Finally, the very ease of use of the Pace Learning program fosters learner-independence.  
Learning objectives are specific, clear, and measurable; screens are easy to read with no 
distracters to inhibit learning; animations “walk” learners through concepts and skills; 
immediate positive feedback and small steps keep learners apprised of their progress 
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while enhancing motivation and the realization that learning is achievable; varying 
response formats (drag and drop, matching, short answer, and multiple-choice) require 
thoughtful rather than rote responses; and the consistency of instructional approach and 
design focuses the learner’s attention on instruction as opposed to how to maneuver in 
the program.   
 
The result is that learners not only gain mastery but they are highly engaged and 
motivated during the process.  An additional benefit for older adolescent and adult 
learners, who may not have the opportunity for formal education again, is that they 
realize that they CAN learn and that learning can be self-initiated. 

 
2. Knowles also notes that adults and older adolescents have a larger foundation of 

knowledge than do younger students and that this knowledge base can be used 
effectively to master new skills and knowledge. Adults need to be able to integrate new 
ideas with what they already know. 

 
The heterogeneity in the adolescent and adult learner population is tremendous.  These 
learners come to the education setting with varied backgrounds, experiences,  
aspirations, skills gaps, self-esteem issues and learning impediments.  Yet, they have 
limited tolerance for working on areas which they have already mastered or which 
possess no interest for them. 

 
Pace Learning understands that older adolescent and adult learners are also very different 
in their background, experiences, and attitudes about learning from traditional K- 12 
learners.  Research suggests that the reasons are varied as to why some individuals do 
not master the skills and information necessary to meet the complex challenges of 
today's world.  However, many individuals who have not met with success in traditional 
educational settings have learning problems or learning disabilities that inhibit their 
ability to learn within the narrow confines of the traditional classroom.  They have not 
adequately fostered the intellectual tools or built the knowledge and skill base critical to 
academic learning.   
 
The challenge, then, is not to simply supply more of the same information and skills in 
the same way that individuals encountered it in their formal education.  Such methods 
failed then, and they will fail now.  In order to insure that adult learners master the basics 
of reading, mathematics, and written communication and gain the intellectual tools 
required to become self- monitoring problem-solvers and learners, educators must 
implement programs that effectively identify skill and content gaps, monitor and keep 
the teacher and learner aware of progress toward the learner’s goals, insure success, and 
require a high degree of participation on the part of the learner.  
 
Pace Learning begins instruction for the learner at the point where he or she will 
succeed.  Instruction does not begin with a concept but with the application of a skill or 
concept that is relevant to the adult or adolescent’s life experience.  The Pace Learning 
program clearly states the objectives of instruction and provides teachers with a wealth 
of information on the learner’s progress.   
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By beginning with the older adolescent and adult’s rich fund of knowledge drawn from 
life experience, Pace Learning takes the learner from where he or she is and effectively 
and efficiently takes them where they need to be.  The Pace Learning approach validates 
the learner’s experiences while it breeds success; and nothing motivates like success.  

 
3. Knowles also argues that adults have specific goals for learning.  
 

Pace Learning realizes that most older adolescents and adults in non-traditional 
educational settings lack the luxury of time.  They are too often deficient in critical 
competencies that prevent them from successfully functioning in their daily lives.  These 
learners need to gain specific skills to obtain their GED or high school diploma, achieve 
a specific functional level in reading and mathematics or to get and keep a job. Diagnosis 
of their deficiencies must be comprehensive and specific.  Instruction must be able to 
target their individual competency gaps and move them as quickly as possible to realizing 
their goals. 
 
Pace Learning provides a diagnostic-prescriptive approach to effectively and efficiently 
identify gaps and then provide the instruction necessary to insure learner mastery of the 
needed competencies and skills.  Each module provides a practice test that identifies 
areas in which the learner is lacking mastery.   Learners then select which areas to 
continue working on for mastery before taking the lesson mastery test.  The diagnostic 
and on-going levels of assessment validate learning results and help the teacher make 
critical decisions about learning progress. 
 
For example, the management system not only tracks the learner’s responses but also 
can estimate how many hours the learner needs to complete the program, based on his 
or her past performance, efficiency, and other metrics.  The efficiency score for each 
student derives from the length of time the learner is in a lesson and the accuracy of his 
or her responses.  From the efficiency score, teachers can monitor student motivation 
and levels of difficulty with the materials and adjust the individualized learning plan 
accordingly.   

 
Pace Learning screens are clean.  The colorful, animated graphic characters found in 
programs for younger learners are absent so they don’t distract the learner or interfere 
with progress. Research, for example, indicates that such extraneous graphics, while 
entertaining for children, actually inhibit learning for the older student.   
 
Transfer of skills and knowledge is also crucial to these learners.  Research suggests that 
embedding learning in game-like formats actually impedes the learner’s ability to transfer 
the newly acquired skill or information.  With Pace Learning, objectives are clear and 
instruction is directly related to the task and embedded in applications that hold value for 
the learner. 
 
Pace Learning understands that adults and older adolescents need to know why they are 
learning what they are learning and how what they are learning contributes to their 
realizing their goal.  To this end, Pace Learning keeps learners apprised throughout of 
what objectives they have yet to master and how they are progressing toward their goals. 
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4. Knowles acknowledges that adults and underprepared adolescents tend to take errors 
personally and are more likely than children to let them affect their motivation and 
attitude toward the learning situation. 

 
The very structure of Pace Learning lessons emphasizes success through insuring that 
the learner makes the correct response. Success is critical for these learners.  Problems 
with intellectual self-confidence, the internalizing of repeated failures, and a sense that 
"book learning" is not accessible or possible for them make these learners more 
dependent than their academically successful peers on the need for a quick return on 
their intellectual investment.  Immediate feedback is critical, as is providing instruction in 
small steps, so that successes reinforce the learning effort and serves to maintain 
motivation. 
 
For example, if a learner does not give the expected response, the program simply directs 
him or her to examine the material again and reteaches the skills or concept until the 
learner provides the expected response with 90% accuracy.  Research indicates that 
permitting incorrect responses actually breeds failure while success breeds success.  In 
the Pace Learning system, the learner never fails! 
 
On-going, positive feedback and reporting of individual progress in small increments in 
the Pace Learning programs enable learners to not only succeed, but to see tangible and 
growing verification of their success. 
 

As Knowles acknowledged when he coined the term “andragogy,” instructional models 
designed for adults, to make a distinction between instructional models developed for 
children (pedagogy), adults have different backgrounds, expectations, goals, and life 
experiences that help inform the design of instruction tailored for them.  For the under-
prepared adolescent and adult, the distinction is even greater in that these individuals often 
have organic and attitudinal as well as situational impediments that impact their learning. To 
argue that one size of instructional intervention will fit all learners is to ignore the very 
differences that Pace Learning has addressed so successfully. 
 
Documented Success  

 
Pace Learning’s Measurable Results 
 
The wide adoption of Pace Learning products supports the efficacy of the Pace Learning 
approach.  Since its introduction in 1977, Pace Learning has been used in over 10,000 adult 
and youth programs throughout North America and has served over two million learners.  
In sampling recent studies conducted with Pace Learning learners, pretest and posttest 
assessments document the success of the Pace Learning products and account for its broad 
adoption. 
 
High School Exit Exam 
 
For his doctoral dissertation, a University of Alabama student conducted a study to assess 
the performance of students who had previously failed one or more sections (reading, 
mathematics, language) of the Alabama High School Basic Skills Exit Exam.  Of 280 eligible 
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students, 139 volunteered to participate in a remedial program using Pace Learning.  The 
remaining students continued to attend regular classes, and both groups continued to take 
regular core courses prescribed for the academic diploma.  Upon retaking the exam, only 
45% of the students in the regular classes passed, whereas 78.9% of the Pace Learning group 
passed.  The Pace Learning group included African-American, white and low SES students.  
Eighty-one percent passed the language section of the test, 76.5% passed the reading section, 
and 74.5% passed math. 
 
Employee Skills Training 
 
At the Hol-Mac manufacturing plant in Bay Springs, Mississippi, employees produce auto 
lifts, hydraulic cylinders and steel parts for Caterpillar. Company management views 
continued education as critical to their safe, effective operations.  Since 1997, Hol-Mac has 
used Pace Learning instruction to upgrade the skill levels of employees and supervisors.  
Internal studies show that employee grade-level gains, as measured by the Tests of Adult 
Basic Education (TABE), include increases from a 6.0 reading level to a 10.5 reading level 
after only 37.5 hours of instruction.   Most employees involved in the educational program 
attend two days a week for 1.5 hours each day. 
 
Adjudicated Youth 
 
The Community Intensive Treatment for Youth (C.I.T.Y.) Program of Alabama includes ten 
day-treatment centers focused on diverting students from institutionalization.  Using Pace 
Learning materials, C.I.T.Y. students, averaging 15.2 years of age, gained one full grade for 
every two months of study in math, language and reading. In its 2001-2002 annual report, 
C.I.T.Y. also states that 79% of it students were diverted from incarceration in juvenile 
institutions. Considered an alternative education program, C.I.T.Y. provides hard data 
concerning the effectiveness of Pace Learning systems. 
 
These programs and thousands like them have used Pace Learning computer-based 
instruction and programmed print materials successfully, either alone or in combination, to 
serve a wide range of learners in an equally wide range of educational programs.  Under-
prepared adults and challenged youth require an approach to learning that is sensitive to 
their needs and experiences.  Pace Learning is the only comprehensive, fully-integrated basic 
skills program available that has been specifically designed to meet these educational needs. 
 
Pace Learning knows that a solid foundation in basic skills is a necessary, but not sufficient, 
condition to successful placement in well-paying jobs and the realization of a positive, 
productive life.  The larger goal is individual competence and the creation of an intellectually 
self-confident learner.  Through the careful structuring of the program, on-going diagnostic 
assessment and placement, and research-based presentation of material, the adolescent or 
young adult not only accelerates the process of gaining skills and knowledge but also retains 
what is learned and has the ability to apply it to new situations. 
 
The Pace Learning instructional materials are unparalleled in targeting the low-functioning 
adult and adolescent learner because they address reality – one size does not fit all.  Pace 
Learning achieves a new level of curriculum excellence for the demanding needs of non-
traditional educational programs. 
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