
Practical skills  

for  

Engaging the adult learner 

“Tell me and I'll forget; show me and I may 

remember; involve me and I'll understand.” 
Chinese Proverb 



Andragogy vs Pedagogy (Malcolm Knowles, 1970) 

• Based on a humanistic conception of self-directed 

and autonomous learners and teachers as 

facilitators of learning. 

• Practitioners believe it is the contrast between 

self-directed and 'taught' education. 

• Knowles asserted that andragogy (Greek: "man-

leading") should be distinguished from the more 

commonly used pedagogy (Greek: "child-

leading"). 

• The adult learner as the “neglected species” 



The 6 assumptions of Knowles' theory: 

1. Need to Know-- Adults need to know the reason for 

learning something 

2. Foundation-- Experience (including error) provides the 

basis for learning activities 

3. Self-concept-- Adults need to be responsible for their 

decisions on education; involvement in the planning and 

evaluation of their instruction 

4. Readiness-- Adults are most interested in learning 

subjects having immediate relevance to their work 

and/or personal lives 

5. Orientation-- Adult learning is problem-centered 

rather than content-oriented 

6. Motivation-- Adults respond better to internal versus 

external motivators 



What are the key factors which motivate the adult 

learner? 

What do they want you to know about the kind of 

classes they want from you? 

Challenging Interesting/ Lively 

Passionate teacher 

Skills oriented Clarity 



So how does one engage the adult learner? 

Entertain 

Enjoyment is infectious! 

• You don’t have to put on a song-and-dance routine 

(although it would help if you could) 

• The most common complaint is that students don’t 

come in prepared or don’t read. Then it is up to you to 

introduce them to an idea, an excerpt, a passage that 

is so intriguing they will WANT to read it on their own. 

Find the drama in your subject 

“Good teaching is one-fourth preparation and 

three-fourths pure theater.”  ~Gail Godwin 





• A lot of effective teaching lies in creating 

“cliffhanger” moments– building up a sense of 

anticipation in the student without completely 

providing them the answers such that they will 

have to look into it themselves, or at least they 

will hang on to your every word till you have 

provided them with some semblance of an 

answer.  

Effective pausing is a lecturer’s greatest tool 



Be Elemental 

• Get down to the basics of your subject- common 

principles 

“Begin with the end in mind”  

Stephen Covey 

A basic sentence describing a character: 

The same sentence “revved-up” with adjectives: 

Heathcliff is a rebel and a lover. 

Heathcliff is both an ambitious rebel 

and a vengeful, obsessive lover whose 

destructive nature places him in a 

villainous light. 



Educate 

Craft, Show and Elicit 

Etymologically, the word education is 

derived from the Latin ēducātiō (“a 

breeding, a bringing up, a rearing) which 

is related to the homonym ēdūcō (“I lead 

forth, I take out; I raise up, I erect”) 



Crafting a worksheet for a mixed class of various 

ability 

1. The design of your worksheet should offer a 

range of questions always beginning with the 

simplest and ending with the most complex 

2. Avoid the temptation to give a mark or ascribe a 

score because students will focus on the mark 

rather than the learning 

“The grading function is over-emphasised 
and the learning function under-

emphasised. “ (Black and Wiliam) 















Showing them how it is done 

1. Role-model how some questions could 

be answered but try to resist the urge to 

provide all answers 

2. Do the worksheet with the students 

yourself in class. There is a strange 

camaraderie that develops from mutual 

work.  

Always remember, the idea is to Prompt not to Provide! 



Elicit a response 

• If a student is not answering you, your 

question may not be clear. Keep 

simplifying your question till someone in 

the class is able to break the ice with an 

answer. Work your way up to more and 

more complex questions after that 

• Go into class prepared with a heap 

of questions in your head. Questions 

are never full-proof and you can only 

assess the efficacy of a question 

after you have posed it. 



Emote 

1. Don’t talk to people as though you 

were a machine or speaking to one. 

Endearment begins by showing 

emotion 

2.  Discover something about the 

people you are teaching because 

before they start learning, you have 

to start knowing them.  

3. Even when you are lecturing a big 

group of people, talk to them like you 

are having a conversation 



Make sure you know your stuff! 

And finally 


