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Panel Introductions
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Learning Goals
1. Discuss trends in adult learning enrollment growth.

2. Examine Malcolm Knowles’ adult learning theory to create a list 

of enhancements to embed into your online programs and 

courses.

3. Discover how to motivate adult learners and connect learning to 

their career trajectory.
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Adult Learners:  Who are they?
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The adult student population is growing faster than 

the traditional age student population

• Today, there are over 21 million post-secondary 

students enrolled in degree granting institutions in the 

United States, and almost 8 million or 38% of them 

are over the age of 25 - 27.
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What it means for you:

The growing adult student population 

presents an opportunity to substantially 

grow enrollments.
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With the growth of online learning, 

geography no longer 

presents a barrier to enrollment.

In 2011, roughly 13.5 percent of students (2.78 million) 

enrolled at American colleges and universities were taking 

programs fully online, with 78 percent of these online 

students over the age of 25 - 27.
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What it means for you: 

Online education presents an opportunity for 

institutions to capitalize on a whole new 

demographic of students, but it opens the door for 

a whole new level of teaching practices that are 

grounded in adult learning theory. 
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Audience Poll
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Discuss the Results of the Poll
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With this influx of the adult-student population, 

institutions need to strategize how to best support 

these students both academically and financially. 

In addition, most institutions will not be able to 

reach their set attainment goals without this 

important student population.
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Malcolm 

Knowles

Defined 

Andragogy as:

The art and 

science of 
teaching adults.
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Malcolm Knowles’
Six Principles

1. Self-Concept

2. Readiness/Time Perspective

3. Orientation to 
Learning/Social Role

4. Motivation 

5. Need to Know/Purpose

6. Experience
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Self-Concept

Adult learners are deeply involved not only in planning, but also in 

evaluating their learning, as they know what knowledge they want to 

acquire.
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Readiness/Time Perspective

Adults need to know why it is necessary to learn something; 

as soon as they answer this question, they are ready to start. 
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Orientation to Learning/Social Role

Adult learners demand that their learning is relevant to their real 

life issues, problems, and tasks, and that their education will boost 

their performance levels and help them live their lives in a better, 

and more satisfying way.
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Motivation for Learning

It is crucial to tap into a learner’s intrinsic impetus with the right thought-

provoking material that will question conventional wisdom and stimulate 

their minds. 
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Need to Know/Purpose

It’s important to create courses that will cover the adult learner’s 

individual needs and have more engaging content.
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Experience

It is crucial to adults who have a course with other adults with similar life 

experience to create a learning community consisting of people who can 

profoundly interact.
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Charter Oak State College, Kristi Newgarden

Principle # 1 – Self-Concept

Adults are self-directed

Discussion of how the degree completion program is framed 
around the adult learner mapping out their own Concentration 

Plan of Study (CPS) in coordination with an advisor. 
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Open SUNY, Dan Feinberg

Principle # 2 – Readiness to Learn

Discussion on how Open SUNY provides online tools for adult learners  
to assess their readiness to learn

SmarterMeasure

http://commons.suny.edu/assessment/
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All Panelists

Principle # 3 – Orientation to Learning (Problem Based Learning)

Discussion of how to embed problem-based learning into online 
courses and create active and applied learning assignments.

Provide examples
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Post University, Stephanie Payzant

Principle # 4 – Motivation to Learn

Discussion of how to build upon intrinsic motivations in adult learners 
within online education through the Foundation Course Sequence and 

Scaffolding content.
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All Panelists

Principle # 5 – Need to Know/Purpose for Learning

Discussion of how to build the content of a course which is meaningful 
and relevant to the adult learners, their lives and their career.  

Discussion of  why and how the course content is important to them 
and how it applies to their life.
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Charter Oak State College, Kristi Newgarden

Principle # 6 – Adult Learner Experience

Adults bring life experience

Discussion of how the adult learner translates life experience to 
college credit through Prior Learning Assessment and portfolio 

process.
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Tips for Motivating Adult Learners within Online Courses

• Create useful and relevant learning experiences based on the age 

group and interests of your learners.

• Make it visually-compelling. Did you know that 83% of learning occurs 

visually? Facilitate exploration through infographics, short videos, 

lectures, podcasts and free resources available.

• Add a personal touch. Make yourself available to students. Invite 

subject-matter experts, authors, professors and other specialists in 

live online discussions and question and answer sessions.

• Build community and integrate social media.
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Tips for Motivating Adult Learners within Online Courses

• Challenge through games. Come up with different problem solving 

exercises and case studies. Make your learners look for and find 

solutions.

• Use humor. Humor would work great even with the most demotivated 

learners in your course. 

• Chunk information. Chunking is essential, as it helps people remember 

and assimilate information. Small bits are easier to process.

• Give Choices: Allow learners to choose the type of project they prefer to 

do or the topic they would like to explore. 30



Tips for Motivating Adult Learners within Online Courses

• Add suspense. Don't give out everything your course is about in the 

beginning. Yes, you need an overview, but keep some interesting 

points until the time is right. 

• Accommodate individual interests and career goals. Empower 

learners to work on these goals and individualize the learning to suit 

their needs.

• Stimulate your learners. Encourage them to think by either providing 

them with brain teasers, or by asking thought-provoking questions.
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Tips for Motivating Adult Learners within Online Courses

• Get Emotional. Sound inspiring and get them emotionally involved. 

Come up with controversial statements, tap on memories, add real-life 

stories.

• Get examples of their workplace. Your learners may not always 

remember to associate what is learned with its application at the 

workplace. 

• Be respectful to them and ask for feedback. It is motivating to adult 

learners’ that they contribute to the course.
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Questions?
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