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Principles of Adult Learning

and Best Practices in Teaching Adults
Adults are self-directed. They benefit from being involved in the learning process.

Actively involve the learners in the learning process.

· Ask for and act on their expectations for the course.

· Ask for and act on their feedback on how the course is aiding their learning.

· Ask for and incorporate their suggestions for choice of activities, ways of grouping and timing during class.

· Provide opportunities for learners to work in pairs, groups and on projects (determined by them if possible) as opposed to working as one large group lead by you.

· Give them options and choices in assignments and tasks.

· Have them comment on each other’s work.

· Have learners prepare review questions.

· Let learners lead and teach each other.

· Give adequate wait-time after asking a question to promote active and thoughtful participation.

· Ask learners to take roles in their groups: e.g. facilitator, summarizer, time-keeper, recorder.

Take the role of facilitator.

· When introducing or reviewing material, guide learners to their own knowledge and discovery of new content rather than simply supplying them with facts.

Provide them with opportunities and guidance to set personal goals related to the course content.

· Meet with learners to discuss their personal goals as well as the goals of the course and show them how the course will help them meet their goals.

Adults have life experience and knowledge. They need to draw on and connect what is new to this base of knowledge and experience.
Draw out learners’ experience and knowledge that is relevant to the topic.

· Begin the introduction of new material by eliciting what learners’ knowledge and experience.

· Use open-ended questions.

· Elicit anecdotes of experience to support theories and concepts.

Build on and refer back to what learners contribute.

Ask questions that require learners to make explicit links between what they are learning and what they know.

Provide opportunities for learners to interact throughout the lesson in order to learn from each other.

· Use pair and small group work, presentations, demonstrations, discussion and brainstorming.

Give learners activities to actively work with the new material so that they can integrate it.

· Identifying, labeling, sorting, matching, discussing, explaining, summarizing, discriminating, applying, classifying, comparing and contrasting, creating, making, planning, revising, evaluating, predicting, ranking, prioritizing.

Provide adequate practice with the new material: knowledge, skills and attitudes that differ from those they have will need more time, so will material/activities that they have little experience with.

If a new behavior requires a change in belief or values, those need to be addressed explicitly.  

Review and recycle the material using different methods, groupings and learning style preferences (e.g. VARK see below).

Adults are goal-oriented and benefit from well-organized courses that develop logically toward the goals and objectives.

Provide clear course goals and objectives.

· Give learning goals, objectives and syllabus (if applicable) as soon as possible..

· Share the daily objectives and addenda, making it clear how the agenda will lead to meeting objectives. (Adults like to know what is coming.)

Have a well-organized course/session that develops clearly toward the goal and objectives and that is flexible enough to allow for changes in response to observed learner needs.

Provide lessons that sequence activities so that they develop logically step by step toward the knowledge, skills and attitudes set out in the objectives – for example from less challenging to more challenging.

Break down content into manageable chunks.

Adults are practical and benefit from knowing the reason for and how to apply what they are learning.

Tell the learners explicitly how and when they will be able to use/apply what they are learning.

· During the lesson, elicit from the learners how they can apply the material in their work/lives.

· Use scenarios and problem solving activities that simulate real-life.

· Provide stages that present, practice and/or apply or use the material.

· End sessions and modules making clear how participants can use what they have learned: elicit and/or inform.

All learners, but adults in particular, need to be shown respect.
Use tones, gestures, eye contact and language to communicate respect for the learner, even if their performance is below expectation, their opinions/values differ from yours or their behavior is challenging.

· Use learners’ names.

· Look them in the eye.

· Avoid jokes and playful comments that could be perceived as disrespectful to someone or a group of people.

· Affirm or accept all contributions, making clarifications as needed if they are off track, while still communicating respect for the contribution and the person.

· Listen carefully when learners speak and make a concerted effort to understand what they are saying.

· Give respectful answers to questions, even if the question seems odd; avoid flippancy.

Describe behavior when giving critical feedback, avoid making references to the personal qualities of the learner: e.g. You haven’t participated in the last few discussions/your presentation addressed only one of the four questions NOT You are not very serious about the work here; You are not interested in making changes.
Be honest and admit when you don’t know something.

Return written work quickly, with comments and your name.

Diminish reference to your authority by avoiding phrases like, You must…/I require….  Add phrases like, I think you’ll find…/I’ll be interested in your reaction.

Adult learning is helped and hindered by their affect/emotional state.  Being motivated and feeling positive can greatly aid learning.
Incorporate some icebreakers at the beginning of the session.
Create an environment that is supportive and positive (see practices under showing respect above).
Control those who monopolize discussion: deflect by asking what others think, ask to hear from those who haven’t spoken yet, revisit group norms, talk to dominant person outside of class.

Have the learners agree upon and set group norms: revisit them at least once to see if they need to be updated.

Generally the level of learner stress (regarding the challenge of the material/activities) should be low, though at times, for example when material is especially important, it can be useful to have higher stress for a short period of time.

Gauge the level of the material so that it is challenging, but leads to success.  Success is motivating.
Give feedback on performance: positive reinforcement can be motivating; non-judgmental constructive criticism can be, too.

Use humor – style that is comfortable for you and learners: smile, laugh, make self-deprecating humorous comments, provide a humorous twist to examples.

Incorporate fun into activities in ways appropriate to the learners.

Manage classroom dynamics to promote positive feelings.

Keep interest high by using variety of activities and groupings, using various learning style preferences, addressing the practical application of material, etc.

Take regular breaks – to stretch, eat, drink, etc.

Circulate when you talk, avoid just standing at the front of the room.

Help adults transition into class from  their life outside of class: greet them, incorporate warm-ups that are fun, energizing, topic lead-ins and/or review; tell a relevant story or anecdote.

Give learners chances to try ideas and skills out and make mistakes that they can learn from in a non-judgmental environment.
Adults vary in their preferences for learning styles and trainers often train in their own preferred style. Using a variety of methods and techniques that address various styles can benefit all learners.
Address several VARK preferences in each class: visual, auditory, read/write and kinesthetic.

Use a variety of visuals: gestures, pictures, posters, PowerPoint, video, highlighting and color coding, flow charts and mind maps, symbols, graphs and diagrams.*

Give options to written tasks that allow for visuals to be used instead of or in addition to regular prose.

Provide opportunities for learners to hear and speak (auditory preference) about the new material: discussion, JIGSAW, and other information-gap activities that require learners to teach each other, ask for and tell stories and give real-life examples. present/explain visuals to each other.*

Provide learners with opportunities to read and write: give them and ask them to make lists, use headings, provide glossaries, give handouts, provide reading materials (articles, guidelines, texts), ask for a written product from small group work, suggest or require a note-taker in small groups.*

Provide learners with kinesthetic learning opportunities: using their hands for sorting, matching, categorizing; doing a “hands-on” piece where they practice what they have learned; provide other activities to use what they have learned, give learners chances to try ideas and skills out and make mistakes.*

Teach to their strengths: get feedback on what helps them and incorporate it; provide options when possible between visual, aural, reading/writing and kinesthetic input and output activities.
*These examples draw from information found at VARK a Guide to Learning Styles: http://www.vark-learn.com/english/index.asp
Adults vary in their readiness and skills. They benefit from trainers’ use of a variety of techniques to assess and response the different levels.

Identify what learners are likely to be familiar with and what challenges with the content or activities they might have – make explicit plans for ways to help them be successful.

Plan regular opportunities for learners to demonstrate their understanding and skills so you can observe their learning and get to know them.

Be flexible with the workshop plan and change format, methods, etc. in response to observed learners’ needs.

Set learners up for success by providing “scaffolding” – support with content or process.

Get feedback on how the lessons are helping and hindering their learning.

Give clear instructions to tasks (addressing various learning styles) and check comprehension.

Use a variety of techniques to aid learners in mentally organizing the new material:  preview what is coming, highlight key aspects of what is being learned using visuals, charts, graphs and other means to illustrate and synthesize content.

Regularly provide learners with clear, succinct and non-judgmental feedback on their performance: encouraging and coaching them as applicable.

Give a minimum amount of work required of everyone and identify how learners, who are able, can do more, e.g. “Generate 3-6 recommendations.”

Bibliography

Barnes, L., “Achieving Success with Adult Learners,” Milady, Fall 2005: http://emarketing.delmarlearning.com/milady/milady_news_fall05_classroom.asp
DiLello, A. and Vaast, K. “Using Adult Learning Theory” in Chief Learning Officer, May, 2003: http://www.clomedia.com/content/templates/clo_webonly.asp?articleid=176&zoneid=78

Knowles, M. The Adult Learner. Butterworth-Heinemann, 1998.

Laborers AGC Education and Training Fund, Teaching in a Trade Environment: Participant Guide Workbook, 2005.

Leblane, R., “Good Teaching: The Top Ten Requirements” The Teaching Professor, Oct. 1998.

Lieb, S. “Principles of Adult Learning,” Vision, Fall 1991.

Lowman, J. “Promoting Motivation and Learning.” College Teaching. 1990, 38(4), 136-39.

Zemke, R and S. “30 Things We Know for Sure About Adult Learning,” Innovation Abstract, Vol. VI (8), 1984. 
� Lowman, J. “Promoting Motivation and Learning.” College Teaching. 1990, 38(4), 136-39.





(2006, Lois Scott-Conley, School for International Training
Adapted and updated December 2009 by Beth Neher
Page 1 of 4

