
 

 
 

Part of being an effective educator involves 
LEARNING how adults learn!  Surprisingly, many 
trainers, educators and coaches actually don’t 
spend much time in this arena.  In this first part of 
a two part article  lets consider the first clear truth 
about learning. 
   

 

 

   
   
For most of us the single biggest 
experience and exposure to formal 
learning was as a child.  And, we still 
use the skills now that we used then.  
As a child at school an adult told you 
how to learn.  But who taught that 
adult? Another adult taught that adult 
what to tell you and so on back through 
time.  In each case there is more than a 
little hangover from the childhood 
experience of what learning is about.  
As adults the process of learning seems 
embedded in the way we were taught 
as children.  So, of course, you still 
apply your experience as a child to 
learning, right now. In other words, the 
vast majority of learning environments 
provided to adults are based on the 
experiences of childhood learning.   
   
For example, how many of these do you 
recognise:   

Many training sessions are 
‘classroom based’?  

We are told what we will be 
learning in that environment?  

We have a ‘tutor’ and the 
tutor runs the process and 
talks to us?  

Gaining qualifications based 
on a distant body of people’s 
thinking, outside of our 
experience?  
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P3's Contact 
Centre Product 

P3 Training provide AIB in 
Ireland with a leading edge 
Attitudinal Based 
Learning Contact Centre 
Training Programme to 
bring about superb 
Customer Service. 
   
This highly successful 
project is the talk of the 
town in Dublin.  Attrition 
rates have halved and the 
manager, Deidre Duff, 
says: 
   
"There is a real buzz 
about the place, it's 
fantatsic and all down to 
P3." 
   
The product is based on 
changing service advisor 
ATTITUDES so they deliver 
superb customer service 
such that customers WANT 
to interact with the centre.  

   
The process locks and 
engages staff into the 
corporate vison and uses 
two key P3 models, the 
Customer Service Model 
and the Telephone Call 
Structure Model.   
   
Run in 2 x two day events 
the first event changes 
attitudes and the second 
event allows staff to 
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How many times has a ‘roll 
call’ been completed when you 
turn up to a training session?  

All these examples are  very much 
based on the process of learning as 
applied at school.  
   
The trouble is that as a child you 
learn differently from how you learn 
now as an adult.  What may 
have worked well in a school 
environment may not be the most 
efficient or effective in an adult 
environment.  
   
   
Despite this apparent truth, adult 
learning is a relatively new area of 
research.  Malcolm Knowles provided 
some of the seminal insights into the 
differences between adults, teens and 
children (M. S. Knowles, 1990, The 
adult learner: A neglected 
species. Gulf Publishing Company).   
 
He identified the following 
characteristics of adult learners:  

   
   

 
 The 5 Keys 

   
He identified the following characteristics of adult learners: 
   
Adults are autonomous and self-directed 
Adults need to be able to direct themselves. In order to learn effectively, 
adults must be actively involved in the learning process, educators must 
SERVE as facilitators for them. Specifically, they must elicit participants' 
perspectives about what topics to cover and let them work on projects that 
reflect their interests. They should allow the participants to assume 
responsibility for presentations and group leadership. Trainers have to be 
sure to act as facilitators, guiding participants to their own knowledge 
rather than just supplying them with facts. Finally, they must show 
participants how the learning will help them reach their goals.  Great 
facilitators have the ability to overlay organisational aims and concepts 
with those of the adult learners.  Put simply, where training and learning is 
not presented in this way then the adult will not learn, or in some cases 
will actually become disruptive. 
   
Adults are contextually orientated 
Adults have accumulated a foundation of life experiences and knowledge 
that may include work-related activities, family responsibilities and 
previous education. They need to connect learning to this 
knowledge/experience base and reference their learning to their own 
context. To help them do so, educators should draw out participants' 
experience and knowledge which is relevant to the topic. They must relate 
theories and concepts to the participants and recognise the value of 
experience in learning.  Chunk size is critical here, for if a facilitator 
chooses small detailed chunks of data then the learner will find it more 
difficult to apply their life experience to it.  The higher the chunk size the 
more easily the learner can apply their experience. The simple rule here is 
start conceptually with very high chunk size and then slowly reduce the 

practice directly the 
principles of superb 
customer service.  
   
Customer feedback has 
been extremely favourable 
with significant levels of 
sales leads being 
generated. 
   
   

 

Practice sessions with 
our specialised 

equipment allow AIB 
staff to try out the new 

processes in a safe 
environment so they feel 
confident that they can 
do it for real the next 

day! 

   

    

   

New products 
coming on 
stream from P3 

We have 2 new products 
coming on stream this 
month: 
   
Raising the Bar  
   
We have beta tested a 
new Finance Product. 
   
Designed to engage 
managers in the links 
between their behaviours, 
the corporate vison and the 
financial performance of the 
organisation.  
   
This 2 day programme is 
now running in a global 
heavy constructioin 
company. 
   
   
Authentic 
Influencing 
   
We are developing a 2 
day advanced Attitudinal 
Based Learning 
Influencing 
Skills product for a 
global car manuacturer 
on. 
   
Designed to engage all staff 
in the attitudes and skills of 
honourable influencing, 
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chunk level.

   
Adults are goal-orientated 
We all need a reason to get up in the morning.  This is adult goal setting at 
its most basic.  Adults lose interest very quickly when they have no idea 
where they will go with something.  Goals are personal and NOT 
organisational.  So GIVING objectives and goals to adults just will not 
work.  Objectives and goals need to work in the learners world and what 
THEY get from being involved.   Upon enrolling in a course, they usually 
know what goal they want to attain (see Motivation below). They, 
therefore, appreciate an educational program that is organised and has 
clearly defined elements that fit with this.  Educators must show 
participants how the learning will help them attain their goals. This 
classification of goals and course objectives must be done early in the 
course.  
   
Adults are relevancy-orientated  
Adult learners must see a reason for learning something.  Perhaps a way 
of understanding the difference between goals and relevance is from this 
[tongue in cheek] example: 'I may have a goal to fly to the moon, but 
today, that is a long way off.  I just need to learn how to do a 
presentation, because tomorrow I have a very relevant presentation to 
do!'. Learning has to be applicable to their work or other responsibilities to 
be of value to them. Therefore, educators must elicit objectives from adult 
participants before the course begins (or certainly at the start of a course) 
and only invite them to attend thus allowing them to chose if the content 
is relevant or not. This means, also, that theories and concepts must be 
related to something familiar to participants. This need can be fulfilled by 
letting participants choose projects that reflect their own interests.  
   
Adults are practical  
Adults focus on the aspects of a lesson most useful to them in their work. 
They may not be interested in knowledge for its own sake. Instructors 
must tell participants explicitly how the lesson will be useful to them on 
the job. All learners need to be shown respect. Trainers (or managers!) 
must acknowledge the wealth of experience that adult participants bring to 
the course or situation. Adults should be treated as equals in experience 
and knowledge and allowed to voice their opinions freely in the learning 
environment. 
   
TRAINING IN ORGANISATIONS 
   
Knolwes summarised this research in a term known as Andragogy, or the 
science of teaching adults.  What is interesting about the application of 
this research in a real organisational learning context is the response by 
adults to being treated as adults when it comes to their learning.  Our 
research shows that in a typical ‘classroom’ session, dealing with typical 
organistional issues such as performance management, the audience can 
be split roughly into three equal groups: 
   
The Flyers:  those that take to the process immediately, really respond 
well to the process and quickly start to explore their freedom to learn. 
   
The Watchers:  they tend to be skeptical and hold back until they feel it 
is safe to participate in the new environment.  They watch to see if there 
are any downsides or dangers of taking to the new environment.  Often, at 
the point when they realise they have nothing to lose and everything to 
gain, the change is startling, almost a ‘road to Damascus’ change.  This 
group will get more from the learning than either Flyer or Children groups. 
   
The Children: This is, from a theoretical point of view, the more 
interesting group. This group may be considered to have been conditioned 
by their past experiences and have too much at stake in either their 
corporate or personal schema to allow change to come through.  They will 
be silent and non participative in the initial stages.  In essence, this group 
expect to be treated in the child like fashion that they are used to.  To be 
told or convinced by concise business cases etc.  Indeed, they actually 
respond as children would in a formal learning situation.  The temptation 
for the educator is to respond in a corresponding parental fashion.  
However, persistence does pay dividends.   This group can be further split 
into two.  About 15% of this group (about 5% of the total group) will 
withraw or fail to participate.  Rarely, will this very small group actively 
become destructive as they have become a minority and at that point 
there is too much at stake within the social group to ‘upset’ people around 
them.  The other 85% of this group will move on to become ‘Watchers’ 
and engage in the process of learning well.  
   
PRACTICAL APPLICATION 
    

  

utilising the very latest 
research by Robert Cialdini, 
resulting in better 
management of process 
and financial performance. 
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So, practically, how can we apply the results of this research to provide 
more effective training for adult learners? 

Here are 7 key strategies to use: 

Design training for adults, not children  

Talk to learners as adults, they are clever beings with opinions, 
aspirations and wants as well.  Build in motivators  

Take time to work through ‘Setup’ – actively reinforce the benefits 
to the people there, not the organisation’s needs  

Be honest with the learners at every opportunity  

Contextualise all information for the learners – use their personal 
lives, not just the work environment  

Work conceptually in the initial stages of a learning process using 
ideas that all learners can relate to (often outside of the work 
context)  

Then apply that learning to the work context  

The best motivators for adult learners are interest and self benefit. 
If they can be shown that the learning benefits them 
pragmatically, they will perform better and the benefits will be 
longer lasting. 
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