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      Learning Adaptation

      
         
         
      

      
      The discipline of adaptation studies—if it can be described as such—has come a long
         way since the journal Literature/Film Quarterly was established, designed to show how cinematic texts altered their literary sources
         and transformed them into products designed for mass audiences. In recent years in
         particular, there has been an explosion of theoretical texts, including Julie Sanders’s
         Adaptation and Appropriation (2006), Jack Boozer’s collection Authorship in Adaptation (2008), Phyllis Frus and Christy Williams’s Beyond Adaptation (2010), MacCabe et al.’s True to the Spirit (2011), and Simone Murray’s The Adaptation Industry (2012). Thomas Leitch’s Film Adaptation and Its Discontents (2008) talks in general terms about the ways adaptation can inspire “critical literacy”
         among learners (Leitch 9). He reflects on the relationship between learning and teaching
         from a discipline-specific perspective: as with other adaptation studies specialists,
         his principal focus of attention lies in the ways in which a variety of source materials
         have been transformed into films, plays, television programs, and other media texts.
      

      
      While much of this critical literature has advanced our understanding about how and
         why texts are adapted, adaptation studies as a discipline remains preoccupied largely
         with literature, film, media, and theater. This book looks at adaptation studies in
         much broader terms as an active process determining every aspect of our lives as we
         come to terms with the world around us. Through adaptation, we learn how to make connections
         between ourselves and the people around us, analyzing problems and their causes and
         finding solutions while engaging critically with various texts in different walks
         of life. The genesis of this approach can be found in Charles Darwin’s The Origin of the Species (1859), which proposed that evolution was due to chance mutations, a method for selection
         generated by the organism, and that mutations better adapted to their respective environments
         would survive. He viewed behavior and the organism as a system: any change in that
         system would result in other changes as behavior balanced the structure of the organism
         against the characteristics of the environment. Darwin described the method for selection
         as an active process, where organisms participated in “a daily and hourly scrutinising
         . . . rejecting that which is bad, preserving and adding up all that is good; silently
         and insensibly working, whenever and wherever opportunity offers at the improvement
         of each organic being in relation to its organic and inorganic conditions of life”
         (Origin 143). In his Recollections, published between 1876 and 1881, Darwin defined this “scrutinising” process as one
         where all species “gradually become modified” to their environment. They engage in
         “a struggle for existence . . . under these circumstances favourable variations would
         tend to be preserved and unfavourable ones to be destroyed. The result of this would
         be the formation of new species” (Recollections 401). Darwin’s view of adaptation emerged from this observation: “It is not the strongest
         of the species that survives, nor the most intelligent that survives. It is the one
         that is most adaptable to change” (Recollections 404). All organisms live, evolve, and flourish through the adaptive process, defined
         as the creation of new behavioral structures arising spontaneously in an altered environment.
         The formulation of such structures constitutes what Darwin describes as “the struggle
         for existence”: some mutations adapt to that struggle better than others. These structures
         are self-organizing and collectively constitute a process of emergence.
      

      
      Darwin’s ideas sum up the challenge facing all organisms as they struggle to make
         sense of a changing world: how can they prepare, launch, and then sustain their processes
         of adaptation? Darwin believed that adaptation and learning stemmed from biology and
         indicated a particular relationship between organisms and their environment. To say
         that they have adapted means no more or no less than they have accommodated themselves
         to the ever-changing conditions and constraints of the worlds they inhabit. They have
         evolved new ways of behaving to cope with altered circumstances.
      

      
      The psychologist Jean Piaget used Darwin’s biological insights to develop a cognitive
         perspective on adaptation. He began with the idea of how organisms evolve and used
         it as a means to reformulate the relationship between a subject’s conceptual structures
         and their day-to-day experiences. For Piaget, knowledge could not be reduced to a
         series of material things, situations, or events but rather represented the sum of
         a subject’s experience of adapting to their environment. We cannot determine the character
         of the material world unless we understand how its inhabitants have perceived it.
         When Piaget speaks of “interaction,” this does not involve a subject dealing with
         fixed objects but rather focuses on a cognitive subject learning how to adapt to as
         well as modify previously constructed perceptual and conceptual structures. He defined
         adaptation as a twofold process of incorporating past experience into a framework
         circumscribed by the present (accommodation) and reconstituting that experience in
         one’s own terms (assimilation). Once a subject has become cognizant with these processes,
         they practice “experimental behavior . . . the discovery of new means through active
         experimentation,” determining their future lives (Piaget, Origin of Intelligence 330). Like Darwin, Piaget believes in the idea of adaptation as learning, based on
         the notion that we as individuals have no access to an objective reality (e.g., a
         “text”) since we are constructing our own version of it while at the same transforming
         it and ourselves at the same time. In their process of making sense of the world around
         them (as well as the texts they encounter), every individual undergoes a cognitive
         restructuring process and transforms the worlds they inhabit.
      

      
      Piaget also laid the foundation for constructivist theories of learning, which hold
         that people produce knowledge and form meaning through adaptation, based on their
         experiences. He was interested in how learning actually occurs, not on what influences
         learning. In this process, the educator’s role is extremely significant; rather than
         imparting information directly through lectures, they should act as facilitators whose
         role consists of enhancing the learner’s act of adapting to new material. They should
         be in perpetual conversation with their learners, creating the learning experience
         that is open to new constructions, depending on the educator’s and the learner’s wants.
         Educators following a constructivist agenda must encourage reflection; hence, their
         role becomes that of a mentor, consultant, or coach. Although Jerome Bruner follows
         Piaget in emphasizing the importance of constructivist learning, he believes that
         such learning occurs all the time. Most institutions—both schools and universities—waste
         too much time ascertaining whether learners are ready to adapt to new material. That
         means that they are sometimes held back, as certain topics are deemed difficult to
         understand, and must be introduced when educators believe that learners have reached
         an appropriate stage of cognitive maturity. In Bruner’s view, learners can adapt to
         new material at any stage in their lives: “We begin with the hypothesis that any subject
         can be taught effectively in some intellectually honest form to any child at any stage
         of development” (Bruner, Process 33).[1]     In a 1961 article, “The Act of Discovery,” Bruner proposed that learners construct
         their own knowledge through adaptation and do this by organizing and categorizing
         information using their own types of coding systems. Such systems are not taught by
         educators but rather are formulated by learners on their own. This process he termed
         discovery learning,[2]     where learners are given the freedom to evaluate new experiences and new material
         in their own way. It is the educator’s responsibility to facilitate this process through
         collaboration and negotiation rather than dictating the ways in which the learning
         process should be structured (Bruner, “Discovery” 21–32).
      

      
      This is not to underestimate the importance of considering what Jim Collins calls
         “the intertextual array” (334) of adaptation studies, encompassing the many varied
         utterances of convergence culture that include but are not necessarily limited to
         films, comic books, theme park rides, television, literature, merchandising, and computer
         games. Analyzing such texts exposes us to a dialogic sphere of influence, appropriation,
         and citation: all texts borrow from a wellspring of textual enunciations with no static,
         explicit point of origin. However, we do believe that greater attention needs to be
         paid to the process of adaptation, in other words, considering how the utterances of convergence culture
         determine the way we think at every stage throughout our lives. Bruner draws a suggestive
         analogy between the process of narrative construction in films, books, video games,
         and other texts and self-making—the ways in which we construct and reconstruct narratives
         to fit new circumstances, new friends, and new enterprises (Bruner, Making Stories 67). Sigmund Freud once remarked that each of us resembles an entire cast of characters
         in a novel or a play (Freud). Novelists, playwrights, and, by implication, screenwriters
         construct narratives as a way of working out their own inner promptings. Likewise,
         we employ narrative as a means of self-definition in response to new sensations.
      

      
      Such narratives are not constructed in a vacuum: although they embody our views of
         life at any given moment, they are shaped by an awareness of the relationship between
         the self and the world of others. Consequently, “we develop a decorum for telling
         ourselves about ourselves: how to be frank with ourselves, how not to offend others
         . . . selfhood becomes res publica, even when talking to ourselves” (Bruner, Making Stories 66). Educators and learners adapt their reactions to specific situations to suit
         the communities they inhabit. Likewise, all screenwriters have to adapt their work
         according to the opinions of actors, directors, producers, and other creative artists,
         even though this might result in a loss of creative control. On the other hand, the
         acquisition of decorum—understood in this context as the ability to receive feedback
         within a group situation—provides the catalyst for screenwriters to communicate “a
         genuine and valuable vision” to a wider audience (Wood, “Horton Foote” 325). Analyzing
         a screenwriter’s technique of shaping and reshaping narratives according to specific
         social, cultural, and cinematic circumstances helps us appreciate how we reenact the
         same creative process for ourselves, using the experience of the present to enhance
         the possibilities of an imagined future. The economist Tim Harford believes that this
         kind of adaptation lies at the basis of all attempts to expand the boundaries of existing
         knowledge. While many adaptations will draw criticism from the groups we inhabit—whether
         in the academy or outside—the feedback we receive will stimulate learning as long
         as we acquire “an inner confidence that the cost of failure [or criticism] is a cost
         we will be able to bear” (Harford 262). Inner confidence can be promoted through a
         mutually supportive environment, helping individuals to “continually expand [their]
         capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns
         of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and where people
         are continually learning to see the whole together” (Senge 3).
      

      
      In an attempt to cultivate that “inner confidence” in our capacity to adapt to various
         situations and/or experiences, we propose that adaptation studies should take learning
         issues into account. There are two main reasons for this: First, in the light of recent
         publications, such as Stefan Collini’s What Are Universities For? (2012), we believe that adaptation studies has the potential to open up new paths
         for collaborative work in the humanities, film, and media studies, thereby strengthening
         their position in the higher education institution. Second, we think that a learner-centered
         view of adaptation studies can make a major contribution to 21st-century learning,
         with the emphasis placed on collaboration and openness. Our view of adaptation studies
         still implies transformation—understood in this sense as “transporting material objects
         [or ideas] . . . across a cultural and linguistic boundary” (Tymoczko 6)—but considers
         how that process contributes to learner development. We believe that adaptation can
         help learners develop a range of abilities appropriate for 21st-century learning;
         they include communication (connecting people, ideas, books, media, and technology), valuing (the ability to understand the dimensions of personal decisions as well as recognizing
         the value systems of other cultures), social interaction (working with others to elicit other views, mediate disagreements, and reach conclusions
         in group settings), and aesthetic engagement (the ability to engage with the arts and draw meaning and value from artistic products,
         including films) (“The Eight Core Abilities”).[3]     Such abilities can be developed through face-to-face and virtual communication,
         drawing on the learners’ capacity to communicate via various means, both online and
         through the smart phone, as well as their ability to deal with different forms of
         media text.
      

      
      The outcomes of this approach to adaptation have been explored in the anthology Redefining Adaptation Studies (2010). Mark O’Thomas writes about how his learners at the University of East London
         transformed Ang Lee’s Brokeback Mountain (2005) into a coming-of-age story set in central London. This was accomplished through
         various means, including assignments, feedback sessions, e-mail communication, and
         blogs. By doing so, they understood the experience of “getting movied”—in other words,
         understanding the parallels between their own experience of adaptation to new experiences
         and the act of textual transformation. By adding new flesh and filling out the personalities
         contained to the source text, they simultaneously filled out their own personalities
         (O’Thomas 52). In the same volume, Diane Lake argues that, by going through the experience
         of adapting texts in class, her learners understood what adapting a film involves
         if they decided to pursue screenwriting as a career. Even if they chose another profession,
         they benefited from the real-world experience of negotiating among themselves as to
         what material should be omitted from the source text in the target text or whether
         new material should be added to the target text (Lake 92).
      

      
      Inspired by O’Thomas’s and Lake’s accounts, we advocate that adaptation studies should
         make up a series of frequent, connected, and authentic learner performances, sustained
         by regular feedback “that provides . . . direct, usable insights . . . based on tangible
         differences between current performance and looked for performance” (Wiggins, Assessing Student Performance 182). Feedback is particularly important as a way of sustaining discovery learning,
         in other words, helping learners to reflect and evaluate whether they have accommodated
         themselves to new experiences (incorporating past experience in a framework circumscribed
         by present circumstances) and subsequently assimilated them (in other words, reconstituting
         that experience in their own terms). While most university courses acknowledge the
         importance of feedback and reflection, we propose that these notions are intrinsic
         to the way in which we think about adaptation studies. While text-based issues are
         undoubtedly significant—as both O’Thomas and Lake suggest—the psychological issues
         of adaptation assume equal importance both in the classroom and beyond. Feedback can
         help learners become “adaptable to change” and thereby acquire voices of their own.
         This forms the basis for developing those abilities—decision making, problem solving,
         and aesthetic interaction—that determine their future careers. 
      

      
      To ensure maximum benefit from this form of creative collaboration, we believe that
         the following questions need to be addressed:
      

      
      
         	
            
            What really “matters” in education and the curricula we construct, and what should
               our learners be learning?
            

         

         
         	
            How can we create the conditions for learning, and how can we make it a part of curricular
               decision making?
            

         

         
         	
            How do we understand that learning is taking place, and how can we maintain the quality
               of the learning experience?
            

         

         
         	
            How can educators in adaptation studies help learners acquire the kind of abilities
               to flourish in the contemporary world?
            

         

         
         	
            How will the world and the opportunities for our learners be different tomorrow as
               a result of what we do in adaptation studies today?
            

         

      

      
      These are the types of questions that Tony initially draws on in his work as an instructional
         skills facilitator and consultant. He works with teams of educators and administrators
         from various disciplines and helps institutions increase the potential for educational
         development across these teams. Asking such questions helps educators determine the
         purpose of a curriculum or program of study, more precisely defined as “the reason
         for doing something that appeals to our ideas about what is right and what is worthwhile”
         (Mourkogiannis 16). Its success depends on forging what we term a community of purpose, in other words, a group of people committed to a series of goals, both academic
         and personal, determined through perpetual negotiation. This is the “engine” of a
         successful institution and the “source of its energy” (27). 
      

      
      A community of purpose can be greatly enhanced by taking into account the fact that
         adaptation not only takes place within the confines of the university course but also
         remains of paramount significance in the learners’ lives. Claire Monk’s Heritage Film Audiences offers a detailed study of reactions in Britain to heritage films in the late 1990s,
         concentrating in particular on two distinct groups: those who customarily read the
         listings newspaper Time Out and those who belong to the National Trust. By exploring in detail her respondents’
         capacity to construct personal narratives, based on their experiences of watching
         films, in terms of their identities, attitudes, and pleasures, Monk forges a link
         between adaptation, identity, and individual empowerment. Her respondents use the
         films to make sense of their lives, to understand their place in the world, and to
         determine their future behavior. Monk does not claim that her samples represent the
         totality of the heritage film audience; since the survey it’s clear that new forms
         of response have been enabled—and rendered more visible—by 21st-century developments
         in the Internet, participatory online culture, and media convergence. Nonetheless,
         her book can inspire learners of adaptation studies (in their experience of watching
         heritage films or any other film genre) to reflect on (and thereby reconstruct) their
         own identities.
      

      
      At Alverno College in Wisconsin, members of faculty forge a community of purpose through
         regular meetings between educators of different disciplines and educational and developmental
         psychologists, designed to establish broad frameworks for understanding the learners’
         imaginations. Educators make use of that knowledge in more practical aspects of their
         work, such as determining the demographics of the learner population or adapting their
         individual teaching styles. The “diagnostic and developmental” approach provides insight
         into learner needs and hence prompts “the changes necessary to improve the environment
         for . . . learning” (Riordan 6). A community of purpose does not necessarily have
         to be confined
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