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With today’ s changing student population to include nontraditiond, adult learnersin
nearly every higher education inditution and program, it is necessary for faculty aswell
as adminigtrators to recognize the learning and learning Strategies which are gppropriate
for adult learners. Faculty can help students become more motivated, especialy when
they understand characterisitics of adult learners, motivation and its role in the workpace,
drategies and activities for promoting motivation in adult learners, and key playersin
adult learning. This presentation addresses each of these aress.

Student populations are changing. We see adult learnersin nearly every higher education
indtitution andprogram. It isimportant that faculty recognize teaching and learning
strategies gppropriate to adult learners. Why? Because each year gpproximately 40
million adult Americans participate in educationd activities (Wlodkowski, 1993, p. ix).
This presentation will discuss the adult learner, andragogy, principles of adult education,
characteristics of adult learners, strategies to help motivate adult learners, and
characterigtics and skills of a motivating ingtructor.

Adult Learners

Just what is an adult learner? Ma colm Knowles spent many years and agreat ded of
energy answering this question. According to Wlodkowski, Knowles identified adults by
two criteria an individua who performs roles associated by our culture with adults
(worker, spouse, parent, soldier, respongble citizen) and an individua who perceives
himsdf or hersdf to be responsible for hisher own life (1993, p. 5).

Andragogy and pedagogy refer to the study of teaching, “andra’ meaning “man, adult,”
while “peda’ meaning “child.” Although pedagogy originated with early monks who
recorded common characteristics among children who were learning basic facts, it was
not until the middle of the 20th century that ingtructors redlized their assumptions about
how children learn did not apply to the adults they were teaching. Andragogy, the term
first used in 1833 by ateacher in Germany, was reintroduced by a German socid scientist
in the 1920s, next adapted by adult educators in Europe in 1957, and finaly brought to
the United States (O’ Connor, Bronner, and Delaney, 2002, p. 129). Knowles first used
the term “andragogy” in Americain the 1960s to reflect how adults learn. Andragogy
recognizes the maturity of the learner, as discussed in Laird (1985, pp. 125-26) and:



is problem-centered rather than content- centered.

permits and encourages active participation.

encourages past experiences.

is collaboretive between ingructor-student and student-student.
is based on planning between the teacher and the learner.

is based on an evauation agreemen.

prompts redesign and new learning activities based on evauation.
incorporates experientia activities.

The comparison of androgogy and pedagogy has shown usthat early activities needto
alow maximum participation by learners so they can invest their experience and vaues

in the the learning process (Laird, p. 125). Laird also points out that andragogic
ingructors use more questions Smply because adult learns do know a great dedl. Laird
(p. 126) points out that the primary function of the ingtructor of adults isto manage, or
guide, andragogic processes, not to manage the content, which isthe traditiond approach
in pedagogy.

Student- centered learning, aso known as learner-centered education, has been and is ill
very strong in the American education system (Jarvis, Holford, and Griffin). What does
this mean to educators? When examining adult education/learning, we must look at
student demographics and predictions, principles of adult learning, characterigtics of the
adult learner, strategies used when teaching adults, and strategies to motivate adult
learners. It meansthet early activities in the training/education experience alow for
maximum participation by the learners, thus supporting active learning srategies. Laird
(p. 126) writes of the need for the adult learner to be actively involved in establishing the
learning objectives, as an indructor, however, beware of the temptation to let the students
“cdl the shots” where the outcome might be a digression from the origind (and
curriculum-committee approved) intent and goals of the course or training.

Andragogic sessons vary sgnificantly from pedagogic classes. While there continues to
be an increase in the number and degrees of active learning activities teking place in K-
12, the college and training arenas may far surpassthe learners: understandings of what
may and may not be negotiated as far as objectives, activities, etc. According to Laird (p.
126), andragogy raises interesting questions about the role of the ingtructor. As stated
previoudy, in andragogy, the role of the indructor isto manage the processes, but not to
manage the content. Two-way communication and feedback is criticd. Ingtructors may
serve as fadilitators rather than lecturers. They may routingly switch between teaching
drategies. For ingructors, this change to the andragogic leve of teaching may require a
major adjustment to their teaching strategies.

O Connor, Bronner, and Delaney summarize adult learning by stating (2002, pp. 127-28):

Individua adults learn differently, depending upon their experience, aptitude, and
attitude. When you learn best in a classroom environment, by reading a book, or through
Web-based training, depends on a number of eements. These

include. . . your individud characteristics, the perceived vaue



of the learning task to you, and how much experience. . .
you have had with the topic in the pagt.

If the pedagogica/andragogica comparisons are made, the learning concepts and
assumptions generated by these two points of view differ substantidly. The conditions
that are manipulated (process e ements) differ in respect to who controls them, according
to O’ Connor et d.

Changing Student Demogr aphics and Predictions

Loden and Rosener (1991) addressed how Workforce America would change during the
1990s. It was predicted that by the year 2000 we would see more women in the
classroom, more international and minorities/persons of color in the classroom, more
students holding full-time jobs, more one-parent households consisting of a student

parent, and greater need for “services’” such as child care. If we look around our
classroomsin 2001, we are very likely to see that these predictions have become redlity.
And we are seeing a sgnificant increase in the number of adult learners, regardless of
gender or ethnicity.

Principles of Adult Learning

There are many principles associated with adult learning. A compilation of these
principlesis detailed below. Instructors of adult learners need to keep in mind that they
should:

present information in a manner that permits mastery. This means “bit-gze
chunks’ of information rather than everything in one huge swoop.

present new information if it is meaningful and practicdl. If the learner seesno
connection between the job/course and the activities, that person will very likdy
loseinterest and not succeed in the class.

present only one ideaor concept at atime. Show how one step progresses to the
next.

use feedback/frequent summarization. Make sure you (the ingtructor) lets the
adult learner know what is being done correctly, and keep the summaries of
completed activities dive and strong as reinforcement.

practice learning as a sdf-activity. If they prefer to learn on their own, seeif this
is possible in the course without sacrificing in-class activities and their benefits.
accept that people learn at different rates. Some people will have to be told two or
three times how to do atask, others will have to be

shown rather than told, and they may have to be shown only once or four or five
times.

recognize that learning is continuous/continua . We keep passing over plateaus
and obstacles, but sometimes learners get bogged down or stopped. And then they
dart up again and begin the learning process again.

believe that learning results from stimulation. We need to show students that this
learning is beneficid to them, and we must s&t the

gtage for their success, including stimulating them to continue.



enhance learning through positive reinforcement. Tell the adult learners, tell dl
learnersin fact, what they are doing correctly. Build on the ideathat we dl liketo
succeed.

follow the concept that people learn by doing. Keep them working, giving them
hands-on experiences whenever possible, especidly ones which pardld their
work environment.

desres the “whole-part-whole€’ learning strategy. Show examples of how this new
kill or knowledge can be used, then move to the detail portions, and findly
reinforce with another set of examples of the entire range of skillsand

knowledges and how they are used.

supports the team environment to improve learning. Some people like to work in
groups'teams, because that emulates the traditiona workplace Stuation. However,
trouble can brew if these learners, especialy the adult learners, are expected to
meet outside of class to work on group projects.

knows that training/education must be properly timed. Introduce the training or
education immediately preceding their need. Do not try to teach a person anew
computer software gpplication and then not have it available for 6-8 months back
at their job.

Characteristics of AdultsLearners

Adult learners may be easy to spot (often we are the ones with grey hair), and at other
timesit ismore difficult to determine which of our students can be categorized as “adult
learners.” Some faculty consider college students to be adult learners because of the
definitions identified above. Many college sudents are employed (often as full-time
employees), have a pouse, may have one or more children, vote, serve on community
committees, volunteer regularly, and are respongble for their own lives. We are seeing a
higher percentage each year of our student population fitting into this category. Few of us
congder our college sudents to be merdly an extenson of the K-12 group. In addition,
those indtitutiona staff and faculty working with training and faculty development need

to keep in mind that their patrons or clients are adults and need to be treated as such when
they take part in training activities.

Just what makes these adults so different from K- 12 students, thus requiring trainers,
ingructiona designers, and teachers to move from pedagogic to andragogic
teaching/learning strategies when working with them? The following composte list is
arranged in no particular order. They do, however, describe many of our adult learners.
Thus, characterigtics of adult learnersinclude some of the following attributes:

have firg-hand experience.

have set habits and strong tastes.

have agreat ded of pride, but their ways of “showing it” varies.

have tangible things to lose so are very cautious in the educationd environment.
have preoccupations outside the learning environment.

may be bewildered by options (sometimes).



have developed group behavior consistent with their needs.

have established arationd framework (values, atitudes, etc.)

by which they make decisons.

respond to reinforcement, especialy positive reinforcement.

have a strong feding about the learning Stuation.

in most cases can (and want to) change to better themsalves.

may have prgudices which are detrimenta to the learning environment or to the
inditution.

learn from reinforcement (thrive on it).

have a strong need to apply what is learned — and apply it now!

want to be competent in their application of knowledge and kill.

want achoice in what they learn.

like their “creature comforts’ in room, furniture, equipment, HVAC, and
refreshments.

Most adult learners bring agreat dedl of first-hand experience to the workplace; this can
be ared assat during discussion times, or it can be ahindrance, and the effective
ingtructor must know how to encourage as well asto curb “Thisishow wedidit . ..."
discussions. Many adult learners dso have sat habits and strong tastes, which may be
beneficid if the habit supports a strong work ethic or may be a hindrance during a
required diversty training workshop.

O’ Connor et al (pp. 131-32) cary the adult learning theories into the training arena. They
define 9x implications for devel oping effective training programs, based on an
undergtanding of adult learning.

Learning is not its own reward. Children and adults learn for different reasons. Adults are
not impressed or motivated by gold stars and good report cards. Instead, they want a
learning outcome which can be put to use immediately, in concrete, practica, and sdlf-
benefiting terms. Adult learners want practical, hands-on training sessons over generd,
theory-oriented classes. For example, the best way to motivate adultsto learn a
Spreadsheet software package is to show them how they can useit in their own
environmen.

Adult learning isintegrative. The adult learner brings a breadth of knowledge and avast
aray of experiencesto the learning situation. Adults learn best when they use what they
aready know and integrate new knowledges and skillsinto this bank of knowledge. In
the event this new knowledge or skill isin direct opposition to what the learner dready
knows or believes, thereis a posshility of conflict, which must be addressed
immediady.

Vdue adjusment. Because training changes how work is processed, the adult learner
must understand why the learning is useful and why these new skills must be mastered.
Vaue adjusment means understanding why work that has been done a particular way in
the past will not be performed in the same way in the future. Adult learners must be




convinced this change is for the betterment of the organization.

Control. Adult learners want control over their learning experiences. In K-12 learning,
the teacher tells the students what to do, being very specific about assgnments and
expectations. Adult learning encourages collaboration with trainees about the pace and
the content of the training curriculum. Adult learnersin a college classroom can
frequently be given more flexibility in determining their assgnments, with the
understanding that the basic criteria for the assgnment must be met.

Practice must be meaningful. Repetition for the sake of repetition just does not “cut it”
with adult learners, and it is unlikdly that learning will take place. If repetition, however,
does have meaningful results, then learning will take place. Adults frequently tend to be
dower in some physica, psychomotor tasks than children. The adults are dso less willing
to make mistakes (someone might see them make this mistake), and they often
compendate by being more exact. In other words, they may take less “ chances’ with
trid-and-error activities, thus making few mistakes. Send these adult learners home to
their work station or with an assgnment that will pardlel what they have just learned.
Because the adult learner does not want to make mistakes, especialy on an assignment,
might explain why adult learners tend to ask for clarification on assgnments more often
than traditiona learners.

Sdf-pacing. Because adult learners acquire psychomotor skills more dowly than younger
students, adults should be given the opportunity to proceed at their own pace, oftenina
sdf-paced learning package. Can self-paced activities dways be integrated into the
curriculum? No, and thisis definitely a challenge to an ingructor where thereisamix of
adult and traditiona learners.

Strategiesto Help Motivate Adult Learners

Although what and how people learn is beyond guarantee or total prediction, we can
make suggestions which might be effective srategies and guiddines to use with adult
learners. The suggestions, attributed to no particular authors or sources but rather
construed by the author of this article/presentation, include the following:

put materidsinto “bite-sze chunks’ which people are able to understand.

use the whole-part-whole concept, showing the overdl picture followed by the
details and then a refresher with the overal picture.

make the material relevant, as close to the actua requirements of that person’s
job.

explan why certain assgnments are made and their relevance to the overdl
course or training sessons.

provide plenty of documentation for the learner, usually in the form of hands-on
experience and paper documentation.

let the students work in groups, since they would rather ask other students for
assistance rather than ask the course instructor.



add alittle “spice to their life’ by giving them some degree of options and
flexibility in their assgnments.

creste a climate of “exploration” rather than one of “proveit.”

keep the course requirements in perspective to the amount of time for the course
(credit hours, for example).

make certain the sudent is equipped with enough knowledge and skill to

complete the assgnment, rather than setting the person up for failure.

bend the rules, if necessary and gppropriate, so that the adult learner can “push the
envelope’ and try new things.

By being flexible and willing to adapt to the needs of the adult learners, the indructor can
be amoativating force in the classsoom — rather than a hindrance and demotivator.

Characteristics/Skills of a Motivating I nstructor

Mogt of us have had at least one motivating instructor who helped us want to learn the
material which was presented. Stop and think about the qualities or characterigtics of that
motivating ingtructor. Could/do you possess some of those characteristics? Do you want
to possess some of those same characterigtics which motivated you as alearner?
Although motivating ingructors give us that specid desire to learn and they have their
own persond strengths and style, there are some common characteristics which can be
learned, contralled, and planned for by anyone who ingtructs adults. Wlodkowski (p. 17)
identifies these four cornerstones as expertise, emphathy, enthusiasm, and clarity. These
skills can be learned and they can be improved upon through practice and effort.
Charactertigticgskills of amotivating instructor can be classified by four categories:

offers expertise, both in knowledge and preparation.

has empathy, which includes understanding and consderation.

shows enthusiasm, for the course, content, students, and profession of teaching.
demondtrates clarity, whether it be in classroom teaching, explanation of
assgnments, or classroom discussion.

Offering Expertise. Thisis the power of knowledge and preparation, dthough it isaso
known as competence, substance, content, or experience. According to WIodkowski (p.
17), the practicd definition of expertise is three-fold: we know something beneficid to
the student; we have a thorough grasp of the content, and we can and are prepared to
convey thisinformation through an ingructiona process. We must keep in mind that
some of our adult students will have experiences, often first-hand experiences, which are
relevant to the topic at hand and in grester detail than that of the instructor. Just our name
and title will not impress them, but our actua experience might. Usualy adult learners
have a set agenda for being in alearning environment: they want this newly acquired skill
or knowledge to help them solve a problem at work, build on dready exigting ills, learn
new skills, advance in their jobs, upgrade to anew job, or get promoted. As the instructor
of adults, it isimperative that we be able to offer them concrete examplesinvalving the
information or kill which they are learning. The knowledge or skill which we offer to
teach these adult learners must be well mastered; we cannot walk into the classroom and
“wing it” with this group of learners. In other words, we need the background aswell as




the skill to “think on our feet” as we answer questions, and if we are teaching them a
skill, we should be able to demondirate it. In addition to our expertise with the content,
we must aso be able to convey this knowledge through an effective ingtructiona process.
Just because the instructor knows the content does not necessary mean thet personisan
effective teecher. Being well prepared is vitd, but ingtructors must also be familiar and
comfortable with the wide variety of ingtructiona Strategies they have at their disposal.

Having Empathy. The more the sudent needs and expectations are met, the more
motivated they may be to learn. Thus, students need to investigate the course in which

they are enrolling to determine that it is what is expected. Unfortunately, not dl classes

are optiond, and students may have to enroll in courses which they do not want to take.
Or, they may have to take a course from an instructor who is a second or third choice, one
who has teaching sirategies which are different from the students' learning preferences.
According to Wlodkowski, empathy is the skill that alows ingtructors to meet the adult
learner’ s needs and perceptions for motivating instruction (p. 24). What does this mean to
us as ingtructors? It may mean we have to modify our teaching preferences to include
indructiond drategies which are more acceptable to the adult learner(s).

One of the more troublesome issues of adult learners has to do with what activities and
how much time and other resources can they be expected to commmit. We as faculty may
have an understanding of what the student needs to know and be able to do at the
completion of the course, but does that student have that same understanding? Oftentimes
they do not. The mgor obstacle for these adult learnersis time—they just do not have the
time to commit to endless hours of outside class activities and assgnments. For that
reason, faculty must be absolutely clear in their expectations (syllabus and assgnments
sheet) and require only work which demonstrates mastery or meeting of an objective. We
al want our students (adult and otherwise) to succeed, so give students a reasonable
amount of work, and make sure these assignments are within their grasp. Do not make
the work so difficult thet the learners face failure with every passing week in the class

Empathy involves the human factor associated with learning; it is separate from the
computers, the software programs, the attendance requirements, the late fees for late
assignments, etc. Empathy does include flexibility, an understanding that babies do come
early and miss the spring break by four days (thus the student misses aweek of class),
families experience the degth of afriend or loved one, knowledge that a blizzard kegps a
70-mile commuter a home rather than face dipping into aditch, or having compassion
for astudent who has just suffered a miscarriage. Some teachers will argue that these
gtuations should not impact a student’ s educationd path, but redlity convinces us that
they actudly do. Naturdly, our adult learners often have more complex sStuaions with
which to dedl than do our more traditiona learners.

Showing Enthusasm Have you ever noticed that when we talk about something for
which we have agreeat dedl of interest, we get more excited, more vocal, more
demongtrative? Of course we have. This strong excitement or interest on behdf of atopic
or causeis natura for most of us. Wlodkowski (p. 29) takes this definition further by
sying enthusaamiis




... the person’ s inner fedings as they are expressed in outward behavior.
An enthusadtic ingructor is a person who cares about and values his
subject matter and teaches it in amanner that expresses those fedings with
the intent to encourage Smilar fedingsin the learner. Emation, energy,

and animation are outwardly visble in this person’s ingtruction.

Demondrating Clarity. Demondrating clarity isredly the power of language and
organization. It can aso be defined as “thinking on your fet” or articulating well. This
fina cornerstoneis absolutdly critica in teaching adult learners. Certain words such as
“um” or “ah” gpoken a couple of times in an answer to a question leaves serious doubts in
the adult learner’ s mind regarding the competence of the indructor. The instructor would
probably be wise to stop for just a minute, phrase the answer clearly mentaly, and then
answer the question or give aresponse.

Along with the formation of aresponse dso follows the whole idea that a presentation
must be well planned and well orchestrated. Our delivery of content must be thorough,
fluid, and understandable.

Conclusion

This presentation/paper has included information which will help ingtructors be more
effective when teaching adult learners. We have discussed the adult learner, andragogy,
principles of adult education, characteristics of adult learners, strategies to help motivate
adult learners, and characteristics and skills of amativating ingtructor. By practicing
some of these guidelines and by sharing this information with others on our campuses,
higher education may be able to take a giart step forward as it strives to address the
specific needs of the adult learners.
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