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Learning refers lo relatively permanent changes in an individual which are reiated  |f i¥s your |Ob

to past experience and the opportunity to learn, including practice, rather than to .
physiological changes such as fatigue, adaptation, drug-effects, motivation, matura- fo train
tion or senescence. GdUl’l‘S'—
—Handbook of General Psychology whether
Learning: knowledge or skill acquired by instruction or study. they want
—Webster's New Collegiate Dictionary {0 be trained
Learning is but an adjunct of ourselves. or no"—.
—Shakespeare  ad ult-iear'mng
theory

owever you care to define it, learning is as natural to human beings as N
breathing, eating, sleeping, playing or procreating. And as far asanyone ~ €@N give YOuU
¢an tell, we maintain that natural capacity as long as any of the others n sighf

For the last century and a half or so, educators and psychologists have d tical
tried to develop ways to deliver instruction, practice and experience that enhance and pracfica
this innate capacity to learn. help.

Ron Zemke is senior editor of TRAINING Magazine and a consultant
in Minneapolis. Susan Zemke fs manager of management and professional
development for St. Paul Fire and Marine Insurance Co. in St. Paul, MN.
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Adults
can be
ordered
into
a classroom
and prodded
into seats,
but they can't
be forced
fo learn.

AA
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For the last 20 to 75 years, depending on who's do-
ing the counting, an evolving school of thought has
defined adult learners (as opposed to children, ado-
lescents, college sophomores and lab rats) as a
unique subgroup in need of specialized study, theo
ry and educational practices.

Aduitlearning theory emerged from the academ-
ic backwaters in 1973 with the publication of Mal
colm Knowles’ highly readable book, The Adult
Learner: A Neglected Species. Knowles, then a
Boston University professor, scored an instant hit
with adult educators and trainers In The Adult
Learner he dusted off the word “andragogy,” a term
popular in German education circles in the early
1800s, and used it to label his attemnpt to create a
unified theory of adult learning. Knowles’ con-
tentions were based on four assumptions:

A As they mature, adults tend to prefer self-di-
rection,

A Adults’ experiences are a rich resource for
learning Adults learn more effectively through ex-
periential techniques such as discussion or prob-
lem-solving than they do through, say, passive listen-
ing.

A Adults are aware of specific learning needs
generated by reallife events such as marriage, di-
vorce, taking a new job, losing a job and so on.

A Adults are competency-based learners, mean-
ing that they want to learn a skill op acquire know}k
edge that they can apply pragmatically to their im-
mediate circumstances.

The concept of andragogy generated a flurry of
debate and study. Today, andragogy is considered
something less than the all-encompassing explana-
tion of adult learning that Knowles had hoped it
would be. Knowles himself later acknowledged
that pedagogy and andragogy probably represent
the ends of a spectrum that ranges from teacher-di-
rected to student-directed learning. Both ap-
proaches, he and others now suggest, are appropri-
ate with children and adults, depending on the situ-
ation.

Sharan B. Merriam, a professor of adult educa-
tion at the University of Georgia, summarizes the
current state of adult-learning theory this way:

“It is doubtful that a phenomenon as complex as
adult learning will ever be explained by a single the-
ory, model or set of principles. Instead, we have a
case of the proverbial elephant being described dif
ferently depending on who is talking and on which
part of the animal is examined. In the first half of
this century, psychologists took the lead in explain-
ing learning behavior; from the 1960s onward, adult
educators began formulating their own ideas about
adult learning and, in particular, about how it might
differ from learning in childhood. Both of these ap-

proaches are still operative. Where we are head-
ed, it seems, is toward a multifaceted under-
standing of adult learning, reflecting the inher
ent richness and complexity of the
phencmenon.”
Fourteen vears ago, in the June
1981 issue of TRAINING, we pub-
lished a review of aduit-learning the-
ory and research titled “30 Things
We Know for Sure About Aduit Learn-

ing.” We recently revisited the information pile from
which we culled that article, We then added more
than 300 new references to the stack and asked our-
selves, “Has anything changed?”

As far as solid, reliable information goes, most of
what the literature has to tell us today is what it told
us then. But while we haven't seen the equivalent of
the dramatic changes wrought by Knowles and the
andragogy movement in the early 1970s, some im-
portant differences in nuance and understanding
have occurred that add to our knowledge of the
training craft.

As in our previous synthesis, we have divided
what we garnered from our scan into three basic
categories:

1. Things we know about adult learners and their
metivation.

2. Things we know about designing curricula for
adults,

3. Things we know about working with adults in
the classroom,

The same caution applies now as did then: These
categories are neither definitive nor exclusive They
overiap more than a little. But they help us under-
stand the implications that current theory and re-
search hold for our day-today work in traiming and
development.

MOTIVATION 10 LEARN

Adults can be ordered into a classroom and prod-
ded into seats, but they can't be forced to learn. On
the other hand, adults who see a need or have a de-
sire to know something new are quite resourceful.
Witness the legions of gainfully employed people
enrolled in continuing education programs at com-
munity colleges, vo-techs and universities around
the world, not to mention the success of proprietary
self-development seminars, sports-skills camps, and
independent study groups in virtually every industri-
aland postindustrial country.

‘When the conditions are right, adults seek out
and demand learning experiences. Much of what we
know about adult motivation to learn describes
those conditions and comes from the work of Allen
Tough, Carol Aslanian, Henry Brickell and others
engaged in the study of selfdirected learning. The
key to using adults’ “natural” motivation to learn is
tapping into their most teachable moments: those
points in their lives when they believe they need to
learn something new or different.

For example, several longitudinal studies in cor-
porations have demonstrated that newly promoted
supervisors and managers should be trained as
quickly as possible. The longer such training is de-
layed, the less impact it appears to have on job per-
formance,

In short, there is a window of opportunity during
which adults are most receptive o learning-—and a
time after which they cannot be enticed with a
chateaubriand or a baseball bat.

The idea of 2 window of opportunity appkes not
only to people’s motivation to learn, but also to their
ability to retain what they do learn. If trainees begin
to acquire a new skill but then have no opportunity
to practice it, the skill will quickly fade. Information-
technology trainers have been reporting that train-



ing on a new software package or upgraded hard-
ware configuration loses its effectiveness unless the
equipment or software is installed and ready to use.
The longer the group has to wait for the new sys-
tem, the less impact the training has on effective
use. This is a reconfirmation of an old lesson: Use it
orloseit

A Adult learning is problem-centered. Pecple do
learn for the sake of learning: Hobbyists go to mod-
eltrain conventions and take archery classes, re-
tirees take golf and tennis lessons, and lots of peaple
join book clubs. None of that is job- or “problem” re-
lated. But more often than not, adulis seek out
learning experiences to cope with life-changing
events. Marriage, divorce, a new job, a promotion,
being fired, retirement, death of a loved one—these
sorts of occurrences often create a perceived need
to learn,

The more life-changing events aduits face, the
more likely they are to seek out related learning ex-
periences. In fact, learning may be a coping re-
sponse to significant life changes for many people:
some knit, some drink, some go to school. People
who are highly educated are more likely to seek out
learning opportunities as opposed to other coping
options.

The impulse to go learn something in response
to a lifechanging event is to some extent generic:
The subject that the person suddenly desires to
learn about won't always pertain directly to the
change that sparked the desire. Witness the di-
vorcee who signs up for a course in art history. Pre-
dictably, however, adults usually will seek out and
respond best to learning experiences that they per-
ceive as directly addressing the changes that face
them. If a change is primarily workrelated, a learn-
er will be more motivated if the learning event is
primarily work-related

Adults are generally willing to engage in learning
experiences before, after or even during the life-
changing event. Once convinced that the change is
a certainty, they will engage in any learning that
promises to help them through the transition, in-
cluding seminars on coping with change.

A Adult learners can also be motivated by appeal-
ing to personal growth or gain. Though inmediate
utility is most often the motivation behind adults’
learning eforts, it's not the only motivation. For in-
stance, some evidence suggests that adults more
readily engage in job-skills training if they see it as
relevant to the rest of their lives as well. Adult learn-
ers also can be motivated by the promise of increas-
ing or maintaining their sense of self-esteem or plea-
sure. Developing a new skill or expanding current
knowledge can do both, depending on the individu-
al's perceptions.

A newer subfield of adult learning sometimes re-
ferred to as “feminist pedagogy” suggests that
emancipation from domination is a strong motivator.
While most of the research in this area is related to
femninist issues, the idea may have wider scope. You
could argue that line employees who are enthusias-
tic about team training and participation techniques
are motivated, in part, because they anficipate being
likerated from management dominance in the work-
place. '

A Motivation to learn can be increased. While it
may be true that “the best motivation is self-motiva-
tion,” some evidence suggests that adult learners
who are with you in body but not in spirit can be led
intp participating and learning. If you can stimulate
-curiosity about the subject matter, demonstrate ear-
ly on that the learning will be immediately useful,
and ensure low risk for learners, you can convert
some of the uncaring. Sometimes simply exploring
learners’ positive and negative expectations can
clear the air and increase participation.

CURRICULUM DESIGN

Knowles cautions that adults confronted with a
classroom and 30 chairs facing forward know exact-
Iy how to act: like bored 12-year-olds. Twelve to 18
years of pedagogic conditioning can do that to you.
But the warning is important for designers of adult-
learning experiences If you think that those 30 for-
ward-facing chairs represent the optimum learning
environment, don't be surprised if you end up with
bored compliance. The most dramatic alternative is
self-directed cuiriculum design (see sidebar), but
adult-learning theory offers clues for corporate cur-
riculum design as well

A The learning experience should be problem-cen-
tered. Working aduits are likely to be less enthrafled
by survey courses than are full-time, professional
students. Adults tend to prefer single-concept, sin-
gle-theory courses that focus on applying the con-
cept to relevant problems. This tendency increases
with age. The learning experience should acknowl-
edge and be relevant to the learner’s personal goals
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for the program.

A Preprogram assessment is important It is al-
most unconscionable to design a program that
doesn't take into account the entry-level knowledge
and understanding of participants. To begin a tean-
building experience or diversity semninar without as-
sessing where individuals stand on critical issues,
without ferreting out information on the state of rela-
tionships in the company, or without clearly defining
management’s goals for the training borders on mal-
practice.

A The legrning design should promote informa-
fion integration. To remember and use new informa-
tion, adults need to be able to integrate it with what
they already know. Information that conflicts
sharply with what they already hold to be true, and
thus forces them io reevaluate the old material, is
integrated more slowly. Information that has little
conceptual overlap with what they already know
also is acquired more slowly. Fast-paced complex or
unusual learning exercises will interfere with the
learning of concepts or data they are intended to
teach if the new information is too “foreign” to par-
ticipants.

Adults tend to want a structure to help them keep
track of details and facts in relation to one another.
One school of thought suggests that adults have
“personal maps of reality” in their heads that they
use to organize information and experiences. In-
struction should help the learner place new informa-
tion on that “map.”

Information conveyed through storytelling is
more than entertaining; evidence suggests that it is
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more easily integrated with existing knowledge.
Well “storied” information has a sert of learning ad-
hesive that makes it stick to previous learning and
expenence.

To help learners organize and integrate informa-
tion, present one idea at a time. Summarize ire-
quently to facilitate retention and recall. And pace
the training so that learners can master one element
before moving on to the next.

A FExercises and cases should have fidelity. Adults
are not enthusiastic about far-fetched cases and art-
ficial exercises. They prefer activities that are realis-
tic and involving, that stimulate thinking, and that
have some {but not too much) challenge. Aduits
evaluate exercises and games quickly and decide
whether they are entertaining, useful or just plain
silly.

The term “praxis,” a Greek word meaning “exer-
cise or praciice of an art, science or skill,” has begun
to appear in the adult-learning literature to describe
exercises and activities. The concept acknowledges
that while adults prefer “active” to “passive” learn-
ing {meaning that they like exercises. cases, games
and simulations), the activity must contain a reflec:
tive elernent if learming (or change) is to occur. The
literature enthusiastically endorses interactive com-
puter simulations and games as high-fidelity learn-
ing experiences, though it holds little data that eval-
uate these methods,

A Feedback and recognition should be planned
Learners need to know what they are trying to ac-
complish and how they are doing. The program de-
sign should include time to explore participants’
goals and expectations, to acknowledge those that
witl not be met, and to discuss both participants’ and
trainers’ responsibilities during the training.

Adults tend to take errors personally and to let
them affect their selfl-esteem. Therefore, they're k-
able to stick to tred-and-true solutions and take few
risks. Adults will even misinterpret feedback that
corrects errors as positive confirmation If you plan
to ask participants to give each other feedback,
demonstrate beforehand how to give effective feed-
back.

A Curriculum design should, where possible, ac-
count for learningstyle differences If we've learned
anything from all the attention paid to the Myers-
Briggs Type Instrument, DISC and Neurolinguistic
Programming in the last decade, it is that adults do
have learning-style differences and your design
should accommodate them. (For more on adjusting
to learning-style differences see "Different Strokes:
Learning Styles in the Classroom,” TRAINING,
March 1995)

Do not, by the way assume that all instruction
must take place in a classroom/seminar/workshop
While most adults learn well when they have an op-
portunity to share their life experiences and active-
ly contribute to the learning effort. plenty of people
also learn well from nonhuman media. Tough and
others have found that adulls planning selfdirected
learning projects routinely include books, televi-
sion, computer-based training. and other solitary
media.

Regardless of media and learning style, most
adults prefer straightforward how-to content. As



many as 80 percent of the polled adults in one study
cited the need to learn applications and how-to infor-
mation as their primary motivation for involving
themselves in a learning project, self-directed or

otherwise.

A Design should accommodate adults’ continued

growth and changing values. While not as hot a topic
in the literature as it once was, the idea that adults
go through developmental stages just as young chil-
dren and adolescents do is still with us. Not only do
: adults’ needs and interests continually change, so
do their values. A seminar group composed of new

he developing area of self-directed learning offers plenty of

evidence that adults are perfectly capable of acquiring skills,
knowledge and selfinsight on their owr. They don't necessarily
need any experts to design or manage the learning process for
them. And when they perceive a need to learn something, they
don't stand around waiting for such experts to appear.

In the 1970s, Toronto researcher Allen Tough, a faculty mem-
ber at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, found that
typical adults spend 500 or more hours a year engaged in five
“learning projects” of their own design. That finding greatly
surprised most adultlearning experts, and subsequent re-
search disputes Tough's numbers {one highly regarded study
put the figures closer to three learning projects and 150 hours a
year). Whatever the “true” numbers may be, adults’ status as
self-directed learners is well established

A significant amount of research focuses on the way adults
organize their self-directed learning projects. Some re-
searchers contend the process is linear and orderly; some sug-
gest it is more a haphazard, trialand-error affair Whatever the
case, Malcolm Knowles, Tough and others have worked out a
useful heuristic for making the most of a self-directed learning
effort,

Step “zero”: You become aware that there is indeed some-
thing vou need to learn. Let’s say you buy a new graphics soft-
ware package and don't have the foggiest idea how to use it.

Step 1: You identify what you want to learn Do you want to
become a hightech Van Gogh with that new software or just
learn to plop prepackaged cartoons into reports?

Step 2: You diagnose the skill or knowledge vou need to
achieve the end you have in mind. Think of it as a do-it-yourself
needs assessment: You load the graphics program, fiddle with
the menus, and see what you can make it do without opening
the manual. (You know you do.)

Step 3: You develop a plan of inquiry and a list of resources.
Translation: Browse the manual, call two people who already
use the program, and check the local bookstore for a “Graphics
for Dumnmies” guide.

Step 4: You begin proactive learning. You start to read the

manual, you try the program, you fit some graph
ics into an old report. And when you get
stumped, you call people on your list to help you
get unstuck

= Step 5: You evaluate whether you
5 have met your learning objectives The
next time you have a report due, you try

using the package for real
Step 6: You re-diagnose your
learning needs and repeat the

process.

Knowles adds one im-
portant caveat to his enthu-
siasm for seli-directed fearn-
ing: Self-direction is only ef

ADULTSSWHO! DO} ETHEIRIWA'

fective when the learner has some basic level of experience
with the content “Pedagogical methods are appropriate in
those cases in which the adult is indeed a dependent learner,”
he told TRAINING. “ For example, the person may have no expe-
rience with a personal computer, The andragogical teacher will
have to provide didactic instruction up to the point where the
learner has acquired enough information and skill to be able to
direct his or her own learning.”

According to Tough's research self-directed learners tend to
be eclectic in their choices of media and method. While adults
prefer self-direction 7-to-1 over grouplearning experiences led
by z professional educator, they will attend lectures and short
seminars if these seem the shortest route to the desired desti-
nation.

Apparently, the self-directed learner is very efficiency-mind-
ed. Tough suggests that the typical adult asks, “What is the
cheapest, easiest fastest way for me to learn to do that?” and
then proceeds along this self-determined route. An obvious im-
plication for corporate trainers: Trainees must have a hand in
shaping the curriculum of a program.

Tough's research further suggesis that an adult’s typical
learning project is hardly a solitary affair, He finds that the aver-
age self-directed learner enlists 106 other people in a given
project Adults engaged in regular selfdirected learning proj
ects develop learning networks to help themselves acquire the
skills and knowledge they need. In return, they act as learning
resources for others.

More evidence of the collaborative tendencies of adult
learners comes from a five-year study conducted during the
mid-1980s by Honeywell Corp. in Minneapolis. The company
found that on-thejob experiences, relationships with others,
and formal training accounted for 50 percent, 30 percent and
20 percent, respectively, of a manager’s ability to manage ef-
fectively on new assignments. In other words, managers
learned more about succeeding in a new position through tri-
al and error and by getting a little help from their friends than
from formal training.

People familiar with successful self-directed work teams sug-
gest that acquinng and using learning resources is an impor-
tant part of a team’s discipline The idea of a group of like-mind-
ed adults coming together {unfacilitated) to meet mutual learn-
ing goals has a long history. In 1727 Benjamin Franklin created
a group he called the “Junto.” It was composed of fellow en-
trepreneurs who shared the belief that “individuals associated
can do more for society, and themselves, than they can in isola-
tion.” Franklin's Junto was, in turn, founded on an earlier form,
the Friendly Societies, developed in England by writer Daniel
Defoe,

in the 1990s, encouraged by the recent “learning organiza-
tion” rhetoric, several corporations have experimented with the
idea of making space and resources available for groups of em-
ployees to design and conduct their own ongoing learning with-
out the intervention of a trainer or manager—R.Z. and $.Z.
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Most adults
aren’t used
to sitfing
passively for
long stretches.
Without
activity,
they turn into
mushrooms
before
your eyes.
A A

college recruits and one composed of 50-year-olds
can be quite different The trainer must take into ac-
count the life stages and values of the participants.
In an orientation course for new employees, for in-

stance, recent college grads might require not just .

indoctrination into the company’s culture but some
background information about the business world
in general. With the 50-vear-olds, the trainer may
more safely assume that they have such back-
ground knowledge.

Equally important to curriculum designers is
whether concepts are in concert or conflict with the
organizational and personal values learners accept
as valid, A company attempting to move from say, a
low-profile, reactive market strategy to an aggres-
sive, high-visibility stance will likely encounter sig-
nificant resistance from employees schooled in the
“old way.” Changing an organization’s values dra-
matically requires tnore than new brochures and a
few buckets of paint Changing people’s long-held
values takes careful, planned intervention. New or
radically different ideas must be explained repeat-
edly and in different ways before they will be under-
stood and accepied

A Designing in transfer strategies. More often
than we care to admit, the training was a smash hit
with the participants, but the performance problem
didn’t go away. And more often than not, the fault
lies in a training design that stops at the classroom
door. Adults engage in workplace-learning activities
for a productive end The training is supposed o
“transfer” to the real work environment; something
is supposed to change back on the job. Failure to de-
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sign transfer activities into the training breaks the
implicit contract between trainer and trainee.

Transfer strategies include pre- and post-training
activities, as well as discussions during training that
focus on using the new knowledge or skills back on
the job Proven pretraining strategies such as self-
assessments, discussions with supervisors that de-
fine expectations, and prework such as reading or
data-gathering set the stage for effective transfer of
training. Successful postinstruction strategies in-
clude application discussions with supervisors, re-
fresher training, and support group meetings for
graduates of the training.

IN THE CLASSROOM

Prior to the Knowles era of adulidearning theory,
most of the research in adult education focused on
teacher behavior So it is ironic that we still know so
little about effective classroom facilitation tech-
nigues. Yes, tomes have been written on the subject,
but most of what is presented as “proven” is simply
a compost of tricks. tips and theory passed on from
master performers to their acolytes.

The problem with that approach to accumulating
wisdom is that it usually takes an objective observer
to distill the essence of how to become a master
performer. As communications guru Marshall
McLuhan put it, “We don't know who discovered
water, but we can be pretty sure it wasn't a fish.”

Still, it is possible to piece together the common
threads that run through all this advice, and suggest
some useful guidelines.

A Create a safe and comfortable environment. If
you've ever walked into a dark hotel meeting room
the morning after a late-night party and wondered
how in the heck you are going to turn this into 2
learning environment you know the importance of
staging. Both the physical and psychological envi-
ronment must be managed Light, sound, heat, cold,
supplies and amenities must be conducive to
thought, focus and serious discourse, Participants
need a mix of known and unknown, active and pas
sive, serjous and whimsical to keep them involved at
an optimum level.

A Facilitation is more effective than lecture.
Straight lecture is effective when trainees have
zero grounding in the subject matter; when rules
and regulations have to be passed along; and when
matters of finance, fact or law are the subject of the
training. But facilitation tends to work better to en-
gage learners in setting objectives, to tap into
learners’ experience and opinions to create parts of
the content, and to help participants reach consen-
sus,

What constitutes good facilitation? While there
are mytiad views, most agree that a good facilitator:

s Establishes goals and clarifies expec-
tations {both the facilitator’s and the partici-
pants’).

¢ (ives up the need to hold forth and be
in control.

s Uses questioning techniques to pro-
voke thinking, stimulate recall, challenge be-
liefs, confront opinions, draw implications and
promete conclusions,

o Understands that adults have some-



thing rea! to lose in a classroom. Their egos

are on the line when they are asked to risk

trying a new behavior in front of peers

¢ Balances the many factors that make
up a learning event: presentation of new ma-
terial, debate, discussion, and sharing of rele-
vant trainee experiences. And does all this
within the allotted time.

o Develops a learning environment that
draws on participants’ experiences, protects
minority opinion, keeps disagreements civil,
makes connections among various opinions
and ideas and reminds the group of the vari-
ety of possible solutions to the problem.

o Uses descriptive feedback and rein-
forces participants for their contributions and
accomplishments,

A Actively promotes understanding and reten-
tipn. In some ways this is as simple as recognizing
that most adulits aren't used to sitting passively for
long stretches. Without activity, they turn into
mushrooms before your eyes. But there is more to
it than that Despite (and frequently because of)
the presence of an instructor/authority figure,
many participants are reluctant to share ideas, feel-

ings, confusion and annoyance with the

group. Techniques such as breaking par-

ticipants into small groups increase the

chance that the reticent will contribute
and collaborate.

The opportunity to exercise new skills

in the relative safety of the training room is

critical. Frequently participants are hesitant to try
out new and untested skills in front of others. Using
small praxis teams that practice, reflect and try
again can overcome the reluctance to risk.

Helping adults acquire new skills and knowledge
is an exhilarating, irritating, challenging and frus-
trating way to make a living. It takes patience, for-
bearance, flexibility, humor, and a strong belief that
what vou're doing matters. If we keep trying and
prodding and testing and trying again, we might yet
turn this art form into a science of sorts.
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