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Association of Chief Academic Officers

Mission is to provide resources and assets to chief academic officers
to help them increase the quality of learning in institutions of higher
Education.  



Digital Fellows:  2017-2018 at ASU Convening



Vision of the Digital Fellows Project

Research sponsored by the Gates Foundation indicates that, 
despite the maturity of digital learning, and especially of 
adaptive learning technology, in its ability to help students 
succeed in developmental mathematics and other gateway 
courses, few faculty members are using this technology.  
Research also indicates that the greatest influence on how 
faculty members teach could be exerted by the Chief 
Academic Officers, assuming that digital learning was one 
of their top 3-4 priorities for fostering faculty development 
on their campuses.



Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation 
Project with Chief Academic Officers

I have been working with Bill & Melinda Gates Program 
Officer Jim Ptaszynski and others in the Post-Secondary 
Success Division since 2015 on a $1.2 Million project to 
develop the engagement of Chief Academic Officers with 
digital learning. The Digital Fellows program was created for 
32 Chief Academic Officers and their faculty members in 
universities across the country.



Digital Fellows Program

There are:

16 men and 16 women
9 community colleges and 23 4-year institutions
2 state systems
6 HSIs and 2 HBCUs
5 private non-profits
2 private for-profits

They come from a diversity of states, from Florida to Alaska,  
from Texans to California, and Maine to Washington, but also 
from Georgia, North Dakota, Minnesota, Ohio and West 
Virginia, North Carolina and Massachusetts.



Experiment

Each of these institutions, in addition to providing the CAOs 
with professional development about digital learning, was 
asked to choose a faculty champion and to help chose 
courseware.  They would then run a pilot program on their 
campuses for one year.  They were asked to write their 
findings in a final report, due at the end of April 2019, in 
which they assess the progress made by their students.  The 
most frequent way of doing this is to demonstrate that the 
number of DFWs decreases in the section(s) in which adaptive 
coureseware was deployed.  

Initial findings indicate that the DFW number decreased in 
courses in which adaptive courseware is used.



Campus Teams and Grants: 
Operational Goals

All of the grantees were asked to do 5 operational things on their 
own campuses:

1. Identify assets (resources) that will be helpful to their institution 
in increasing learning in gateway and introductory courses.

2. Conduct a pilot on their campuses that will integrate digital 
courseware into the curriculum.

3. Make the adoption of digital courseware a strategic enterprise 
decision by institutional leaders.

4. Assess the success of the pilot on their campuses and present 
their projects as case studies.

5. Report on gains in retention and increased learning on their 
campuses.



Summary of Courseware Uses

Digital Courseware has opportunities for higher education in the areas of:

1. Developmental Mathematics, Pre-Calculus, and Calculus

2. Introductory courses in many Gateway disciplines

3. Courses in Chemistry and Physics, as well as in some areas of the liberal arts
such as History and English

4. Writing and composition courses

5. Specialty courses such as fisheries and the visual arts



Semi-Final Reports: June 15, 2018

For their penultimate reports (final to be submitted 
April 30, 2019), the CAOs were asked to identify the 
top 5 findings about their projects and their 
experiences in these pilots.  

By far the most frequent finding was the importance 
of faculty buy-in and engagement for the process and 
the pilots to be successful.  Twenty-two of the 31 
institutions responding identified this as the top 
finding.

As the CAO of Athens States University, Dr. Joe Delap 
states, “Once people learned to use the technology, 
they immediately implemented it with success.”



Semi-Final Reports

The second most frequent finding was the importance 
of leadership in embedding digital learning into the 
campus community.  Thirteen institutions identified 
the importance of leadership as one of their top 5 
findings.  

Other findings included the need for clarity, the need 
to assess institutional context, the importance of 
student engagement, the cost, vendor relations, the 
learning curve and collaboration.

The early results point to the fact that our 
identification of high level leadership as essential to 
scale digital learning has been reinforced by the 
experiences of the Digital Fellows.



Conclusion and Thanks!

The use of digital courseware at an institution of 
higher education can be accelerated and even 
embedded in these institutions through an initial 
engagement of the leadership at the highest 
levels of CAOs and even Presidents who champion 
it as part of their strategic plan for social justice 
and student success.  Once it is embedded in the 
culture as an effective practice that promotes 
deeper learning, the scaling will take place 
through the faculty themselves.


