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Dr. Malcolm Knowles research and publications have been used as key 

resources in developing an understanding of the adult learner and teaching 

strategies.

Dr. Knowles used Piaget's and Erikson's work to study the adult learner. 

Knowles believes that the adult learner brings life experiences to learning, 

incorporating and complementing the cognitive abilities of Piaget's 

adolescent. As the individual matures: 

1. his/her self-concept moves from dependency to self-direction 

2. he/she accumulates a growing reservoir of experiences that becomes a 

resource for learning 

3. his/her learning readiness becomes increasingly oriented to the tasks of 

various social roles 

4. his/her time perspective changes from one of postponed knowledge 

application to immediate application 

5. his/her orientation to learning shifts from subject-centered to problem-

centered 

If you examine personal and cognitive development and compare teaching 

approaches, you see that children tend to be dependent learners, whereas 

adults need to be independent and exercise control.” 

Online at 

http://honolulu.hawaii.edu/intranet/committees/FacDevCom/guidebk/teach

tip/knowles.htm
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It is very important for Extension professionals, especially FCS Extension 

field faculty, to understand the adult learner.  The knowledge gained will assist 

with developing, planning and implementing educational outreach for adults.
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Pragmatic learner can be defined in context as being active, have opinions, 

practical and concerned with everyday affairs .
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Adult learners come from varied backgrounds, educational, economic and 

social status.  Their personal experiences can be a valuable resource within the 

educational setting. 
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This chart is online:  http://ww2.nscc.edu/adjunct/m5adultlearner.htm

The chart identifies adult learner characteristics and descriptions of 

recommended teaching strategies.
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Each of us are adult learners.  As you review these critical elements, think 

about the implications for yourself and the adult learners participating in your 

educational outreach efforts.
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It is important for the students to know that you, the instructor, care about 

them and want them to gain knowledge and to succeed.  If the educational 

information is presented in a format or at a level that is above the audience’s 

comprehension level, learning will not occur.
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Positive reinforcement is very effective in teaching new skills.  This is the 

same principle we use with children.

In some learning situations, negative reinforcement can actually bring about a 

change in behavior.
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The adult learner will gain knowledge and learn new skills if the learning 

experience focuses on retention of information and how it will be applied 

outside the learning setting.
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Stephen Lieb’s online publication, “Principles of Adult Learning” is brief and 

a very good resource.  Available online at: 

http://honolulu.hawaii.edu/intranet/committees/FacDevCom/guidebk/teachtip/

adults-2.htm
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In summary, there are two significant motivators:

1) must have interest in the knowledge and or skills being 

taught

2) it beneficial to that person for various reasons, therefore 

considered to be a selfish benefit.

Outcomes for a well-planned learning experience are increase in performance 

and the longer lasting impact.

If you would like to learn more about the adult learner, please contact 

sandy_wiggins@ncsu.edu


