Key principles of Adult Learning

Guidance for facilitators

Introduction

These activities will help Adult Learning tutors to relate teaching and learning to the needs and purposes of their learners in the context of some straightforward and useful learning theory about adults.  Key principles for successful Adult Learning are linked to what adults themselves say about their learning.  Tutors can use the key principles and learners' own comments to develop guiding strategies for good practice in tutoring, instruction and facilitation.

The key principles

The key principles of Adult Learning are based on the work of the American writer, Malcolm Knowles (1913-1997) who popularised the word andragogy as a term to describe the way adults learn.  The following principles of andragogy underpin good practice in adult education.

1. Adults need to know why, what and how they are learning.
2. Their self-concept is important.  They often wish to be autonomous and self-directing.

3. Their prior experience is influential.  It can be used as a resource for current learning.  It can also shape attitudes to current learning.

4. Readiness to learn is important.  Adults usually learn best when something is of immediate value.

5. Adults often focus on solving problems in contexts or situations that are important to them1.
6. Motivation to learn tends to be based on the intrinsic value of learning and the personal pay-off.

Knowles, M S (1973, 1990) The adult learner: a neglected species, Houston, Gulf Publishing

1. Note that ‘solving problems’ in this case refers to the notion of solving ‘life problems’ rather than ‘problem-solving’ in a teaching and learning situation.
They are seen as overarching principles and are explored through the different stages of this activity.
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Stages of the activity

The stages detailed below offer some suggestions for using the case study.  They can be spread over more than one session at the facilitator’s discretion and according to the time available.  They can be adapted or changed according to the needs of participants.

· Stage 1: 
 Key principles of Adult Learning.

· Stage 2:  
Review of statements commonly expressed by learners and additional 

learners' statements supplied by participants.

· Stage 3:  
Learners' statements related to key principles.

· Stage 4:  
Plenary and findings.

· Stage 5:  
Key principles of Adult Learning used to develop strategies for 

tutoring, instruction and facilitation.

· Stage 6:  
Strategies developed by participants compared to pre-prepared ones.

· Stage 7:  
Plenary summary and revision of learning - and the question: 
How will this change your future professional practice?

	Aims

	· To relate key principles for successful Adult Learning to adults’ goals and purposes in pursuing learning.

· To give Adult Learning tutors and practitioners the means to make their work relevant and purposeful for their adult learners through matching key principles to strategies for tutoring, instruction and facilitation.

	Generic learning outcomes 

	By the end of the activity, participants will have:

· discussed key principles for successful Adult Learning

· explored the principles in relation to statements by adults about their learning experiences

· developed guiding strategies for successful tutoring, instruction and facilitation; and
· prepared to apply learning from the session to their own practice.

	Differentiated learning outcomes

	These will be achieved in subsequent sessions and self-directed activity when tutors examine and apply:

· the learning from this session; and
· further study on the principles of differentiation to their own practice.
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	Resources

	You will need:

· PowerPoint presentations (Key principles of Adult Learning, Strategies for tutoring, instruction or facilitation)

· laptop and slide projector

· laminated A4 sheets of key principles

· cards containing statements by adult learners (with some blank cards)

· copy of Statements matched to Key Principles for your own reference

· flipchart paper and pens; and
· on sheets of flipchart paper, a ready-made grid, with the format below. 


	Key principle for successful Adult Learning
	Guiding principle for successful adult tutoring and facilitation
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Method
	Stage 1 

	Content
	Key principles of Adult Learning.

	Activity
	Presentation and clarification by facilitator; group discussion.

	Resources
	PowerPoint slideshow.

	Suggested time
	About 20 minutes.


	Stage 2

	Content
	What learners say about learning.

	Activity
	Participants, in groups of four, have to discuss the statements and come up with others that they have heard their own adult learners come up with.  (Blank cards can be available for these statements to be added on.)

	Resources
	The key principles are individually printed onto four sets of A4 sized laminated sheets (assuming an overall group size of 16).  Four sets of 18 statements by adult learners are printed onto small cards.  Blank cards for participants’ own examples.

	Suggested time
	15 minutes.


	Stage 3

	Content
	Checking understanding of the key principles.

	Activity
	Participants link the statements to what they think are the most appropriate key principles.  There are no right or wrong answers.

	Resources
	Sets of cards (see Stage 2).

	Suggested time
	About 20 minutes.


	Stage 4

	Content
	Checking understanding of the key principles (continued).

	Activity
	Groups’ categorisations (statements linked to principles) are discussed in plenary session.  The categorisations can be laid out on tables or put up on a wall display.

	Resources
	Wall putty.

	Suggested time
	About 20 minutes.
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	Stage 5

	Content
	Developing strategies for tutoring, instruction or facilitation that match the principles of learning.

	Activity
	Groups of about four participants address the question: What methods are best for teaching to match and address the principles of learning that have been explored?  Each group should generate five to seven strategies.  The facilitator could start things off by suggesting one strategy such as thoroughly exploring with individual learners and groups what they need to know and what they want to do.

	Resources
	Five sheets of flip chart paper, per group and pens.  On each sheet, the group writes one of the key principles as a heading:

· Need to know

· Readiness to learn

· Autonomy and self-direction

· Problem solving

· Prior experience

· Motivation.

They then write up all the strategies they can think of for each principle.

	Suggested time
	Up to 1 hour.


	Stage 6

	Content
	Discussing the strategies generated.

	Activity
	Participants can compare the strategies they have produced with seven previously prepared ones.  Are there any similarities?  Are there any differences?

	Resources
	The ready-made grid (see above) can be used to record findings which can then be typed up and distributed afterwards.

	Suggested time
	About 20 minutes.


	Stage 7

	Content
	This is a plenary discussion stage looking at the flipchart findings of each group.

	Activity
	The facilitator asks the key question “How will this change your professional practice?”  The answers to this will inform the next phase of continuing professional development.

	Resources
	Flipchart findings of each group.

	Suggested time
	30-40 minutes.


How to promote learning: strategies for effective tutoring, instruction and facilitation    

1. Thoroughly explore with individual learners and groups what they need to know or want to do.

2. Don’t tell them; facilitate their active learning to make them autonomous and self-directing, and to develop their skills as expert learners (bearing in mind that here is more scope for self-direction in some subjects/disciplines than in others).

3. Where possible, harness their prior experience in teaching and learning activities, whilst being aware that they may have to do some unlearning.

4. Respond precisely to their readiness to learn by tailoring course, activities and resources as far as possible to their needs.

5. Orient teaching and facilitating to the real problems adults want to solve and the contexts they are operating in.

6. Make use of what they reveal about themselves through initial and/or diagnostic assessment to take account of any particular concerns or needs individual learners may have.

7. Maintain their motivation, wherever it springs from, in terms of content, activities and assessment.
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Statements matched to key principles

The matches listed below seem to be the most obvious fit.  Participants may come up with other plausible suggestions.

1. I got a digital camera for my birthday so that I can take pictures of my family.  That’s why I’m doing this digital photography course.
Problem solving, Need to know

Problem-solving is most likely to apply to this statement as well as the need to know principle.  The problem is about taking family pictures, and the learner in question has new technology to get to grips with.

2. Our fitness tutor has encouraged us all not to depend on her to learn and develop.  She guides, but we are responsible to ourselves for our own fitness wherever we are.

Autonomy and self-direction

It’s clear that the tutor about whom the learner is writing is encouraging independence in her group.  She is the guide, but the learners are responsible for themselves.  The tutor is encouraging learners to be autonomous and self-directing.

3. The time and circumstances are right for me to improve my employment prospects.  That’s why I have started this computing course.

Readiness to learn

This is about the learner being ready to learn, with the clue being the reference to ‘time and circumstances’ being right – a common consideration when adults decide that they need to learn something.

4. My problem was that I didn’t have the qualifications to be anything other than a care assistant.  Doing this part-time Access course is the beginning of the journey to get qualified and become a nurse.  Why am I doing it now?  I feel it’s now or never – in terms of family and my own energy and commitment.

Problem-solving, Readiness to learn

This statement is about problem-solving.  The problem for this learner was that their current and past qualifications were restricting and the Access course is a way of starting to solve that problem.  The phrase ‘now or never’, suggests that there is a window of opportunity for learning – a readiness to learn.
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5. I want to do the accounts for the Allotment Society so this electronic book-keeping course is the solution.

Problem-solving, Need to know

The most appropriate answer is problem-solving but need to know is also possible.  The learner clearly has a specific problem to solve – electronic book-keeping will provide the solution.

6. My daughter was coming home from school with these arithmetic exercises and I couldn’t help her.  I needed to improve in that area quickly.  That’s why I enrolled in the numeracy class and got myself the qualification.

Need to know, Problem-solving, Readiness to learn

This statement illustrates a range of key principles.  The learner clearly needs to know more about arithmetic to help his or her daughter.  The problem was addressed (and hopefully solved) by achieving the qualification.  There was clearly a readiness to learn, in this case not necessarily to do with time and circumstances being right for learning, but a psychological readiness to grasp the nettle.

7. I want to book a day trip to France but can no longer use the telephone because I am deafer than ever.  So I need to learn how to book online – fast!

Problem-solving

Problem-solving is definitely the best fit here.  Booking online will solve the problem of not being able to use the telephone.

8. I had big problems when I first started the art class.  I’d got used to doing things in a certain way, and then I had to learn how to do them in a different way.  What I knew before wasn’t very helpful.

Prior experience

This learner says “What I knew before wasn’t very helpful”.  Prior experience had got in the way of new learning.

9. I’m going to see my relatives in Senegal this summer.  I haven’t seen them for years.  It’s time for me to do this conversation class to brush up my French before I go.

Readiness to learn, Problem-solving, Need to know

This is one of those statements that clearly seems to be covered by more than one of the key principles, showing that they can’t always be clearly separated out.  Well done if you chose one or more of these options, and you might be able to present an argument for other choices.  The learner here is ready to learn prior to a visit to Senegal, clearly has a problem to solve (rusty oral French), and does need to know more about using the language for when he or she is abroad.
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10. I’d been to a basic car maintenance evening class years ago, and that was quite a good experience.  So I wasn’t worried about enrolling in an introduction to computing class.

Prior experience

In this learner’s statement, it’s clear that prior experience of already having been on a course had been positive and was helpful when enrolling for a new course.

11. This dress-making course has been perfect.  Once we had done the basic techniques, the tutor got us doing our own projects.  I’m completely in charge of what I’m doing and my tutor supports me when necessary.

Autonomy and self-direction

The clue to the most relevant key principle to this statement is “I’m completely in charge of what I’m doing…” which highlights how important it is for this learner to be autonomous and self-directing.

12. When I showed my friends and family the pictures I’d done, they were so complimentary that it prompted me to enrol on the next stage.

Motivation

This statement is all about motivation.  Good feedback has prompted the learner to progress.  There is a link with Recognising and recording progress and achievement (RARPA) here, especially in the part of the process involving celebration of achievement.

13. I’ve really got engaged in this family history group.  I’m very keen to know more about my own family and do a family tree for my grandchildren.  I’m spending lots of exciting time on it at present – in class and at home.

Motivation

When this learner uses words like “spending lots of exciting time… in class and at home” it’s clear that he or she is highly motivated.  There is perhaps an element of needing to know but motivation seems to be the most prominent key principle.

14. After I was promoted, I really needed to know some supervisory management techniques, so the Certificate in Management Studies was the obvious answer.

Need to know, Problem-solving

Promotion, or trying to achieve it, often prompts adult learners to go further.  This is an example.  The person making this statement needs specific skills to do a new job.  The problem is lack of knowledge and skills; the solution is an accredited course to acquire them.
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15. Once I started making real progress with my reading and writing, there was no stopping me.  I just feel it’s changing my whole life now.  I feel better about a lot of things. 

Motivation

Clearly the learner making this statement is enthusiastic about what effect the learning is having – in terms of life changes and self-esteem.  Motivation is the key principle directly coming through here.

16. Because I had studied at this level before, I knew I’d be able to do it again.  The course held no fears for me.

Prior experience

For this learner, it is clear that a good prior experience of studying at a particular level was useful for enrolling on a course at a similar level.

17. What I really like about this Mandarin course is that I have the freedom to explore in the directions I’m interested in – history and culture as well as language.  I do this both in the class and at home, sometimes using the Internet.

Autonomy and self-direction

When the learner uses expressions like “I have the freedom to explore in the directions I’m interested in” and “I do this…. in the class and at home, sometimes using the Internet”, it’s clear that autonomy and self-direction is the key principle emerging from this statement – to the learner’s great benefit.

18. I couldn’t afford a decorator.  This painting and decorating course has given me the techniques and confidence to do simple jobs by myself.

Need to know, Problem-solving

The adult learner here needed to know about painting and decorating and solved the problem about what to do about it by doing a painting and decorating course.
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