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PREFACE

Learning in adulthood is an intensely personal activity. Yet at the
same time, a multibillion-dollar enterprise has arisen in response
to adult learning interests—an enterprise that spends more dollars
than elementary schools, high schools, and postsecondary schools
combined. Indeed, the field of adult and continuing education is
characterized by a bewildering array of programs, agencies, and
personnel working to assist adults in their learning. It is precisely
the focus on adults as learners, however, that unites an otherwise
extraordinarily diverse field. It is also the life context of adults and
some of the distinguishing characteristics of the adult learning
process that differentiate adult education from other kinds of edu-
cation. To facilitate the process of learning, it is especially impor-
tant to know who the adult learner is, how the social context
shapes the learning that adults are engaged in, why adults are
involved in learning activities, how adults learn, and how aging
affects learning ability. Learning in Adulthood addresses these top-
ics, among others.

There is a voluminous literature on adult learning, ranging
from technical articles on various aspects of adult learning to hand-
books, guides, and pamphlets summarizing material for the new
instructor of adult students. If one goes to a database such as the
Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC), which cata-
logues journal articles, monographs, conference proceedings,
papers, and so on, or does some random exploring on the World
Wide Web, one encounters thousands of citations under the topic
“adult learning.” Further, there are dozens of books with either a
central or secondary focus on adult learning.

For this third edition of Learning in Adulthood we have paid par-
ticular attention to work published since the last edition of the
book. This third edition of Learning in Adulthood builds on material
in the 1999 edition, bringing together the important contributions

ix
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of the past decade to our understanding of adult learning. While
we have preserved important foundational material (such as a dis-
cussion of andragogy), we have also brought to bear the most
recent thinking and research. We have strived to put together a
comprehensive overview and synthesis of what we know about
adult learning: the context in which it takes place, who the partic-
ipants are, what they learn and why, the nature of the learning
process itself, new approaches to adult learning, the development
of theory in adult learning, and other issues relevant to under-
standing adult learning.

The book also takes into account recent work in sociology, phi-
losophy, critical social theory, and psychology. In most writing on
adult learning, the sociocultural perspective has been widely
neglected in favor of the predominant orientation to the individ-
ual learner and how to facilitate her or his learning. In addition to
the focus on the learner, we attend to the context in which learn-
ing takes place and to learners’ interactive relationship with that
context and with the learning activity itself. We look at how the
social structure influences what is offered and who participates,
how the sociocultural context creates particular developmental
needs and interests, and how social factors such as race, class, and
gender shape learning.

This book is intended primarily for educators of adults. We
have organized the material so that it will make sense to readers
who are new to adult education and at the same time will challenge
those who are already familiar with the knowledge base of the field.
The organization and presentation of this material reflect our
efforts over the years to find the best way to organize courses, work-
shops, and seminars in adult learning and development for audi-
ences with varying levels of expertise. We have endeavored to put
together a book that is at once readable, thorough, and up-to-date
in its coverage. In particular, the book is designed for use in
courses in adult learning. In addition to those associated with the
field of adult education itself, however, those in counseling, health,
social work, human resource development, administration, and
instructional technology and in such institutions as libraries,
churches, business and industry, and higher education often deal
on a daily basis with adult learners. We also intend this book to be
a resource for practitioners in these fields who would like to know
more about adult learners and the learning process.
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OVERVIEW OF THE CONTENTS

This third edition of Learning in Adulthood is substantially reorga-
nized from the previous edition. We realized that in most courses
using this text, the chapters specific to adult learning theory and
models were read before chapters on traditional learning theory,
cognition, and psychosocial developmental frameworks. We have
organized accordingly. This edition is divided into four parts. Part
One describes the context of adult learning. Part Two focuses on
theories and models of adult learning. The chapters in Part Three
address newer approaches to adult learning, and those in Part Four
present material on topics that intersect with adult learning, such
as memory and cognition, adult development, and so on.

The chapters in Part One, “Adult Learning in Contemporary
Society,” focus on the context of adult learning. Chapter One sets
the sociocultural context for adult learning in North America. In
it, we discuss three forces—demographics, globalization, and tech-
nology—that have shaped adult learning today. It is important to
understand how the interaction of those three factors has led to
changes in both what adults want to learn and the learning oppor-
tunities provided for them. Directly related to the sociocultural
context of adult learning are the environments where learning
takes place, the subject of Chapter Two. These range from educa-
tional and noneducational institutions, such as hospitals and gov-
ernment agencies, to nonformal and community-based agencies,
to incidental and informal learning that is more self-directed than
structured by others. New in this edition is the online environment,
which interfaces with formal, nonformal, and informal modes of
learning. Also in this chapter we explore the concepts of organi-
zational learning and the learning organization, and lifelong learn-
ing and the learning society. Chapter Three summarizes the
literature on who participates in primarily formal adult learning
activities, why people participate, and what they choose to learn.
We also take a critical look at key questions of access and oppor-
tunity, and examine the gaps between the rhetoric and the reality
in the provision of formal and nonformal learning activities in our
society.

Part Two, “Adult Learning Theory and Models,” builds on
foundational material in adult learning, material that is at the
heart of our field of adult education. The topics covered in these
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chapters represent the field’s efforts in distinguishing itself from
the education of children. We begin Chapter Four with a descrip-
tion and critique of the best known of these theories: Knowles’s
(1980) concept of andragogy. Based on five characteristics of adult
learners, andragogy focuses on the adult learner as distinguished
from preadult learners. In this chapter we also cover three other
models of learning, two of which are fairly recent additions to our
literature. McClusky’s (1970) theory of margin, which has great
intuitive appeal to adult learners introduced to it, is explained first.
This is followed by Illeris’s (2004a) three dimensions of learning
model, and the most recent iteration of Jarvis’s (2006) learn-
ing model. In Chapter Five we explore the rich array of work that
has been completed on self-directed learning. Addressed are the
goals and processes of self-directed learning, the concept of self-
directedness as a personal attribute of the learner, recent
approaches to self-directed learning, and some suggestions for
building research and theory in this area. Currently, transforma-
tional learning has taken center stage in research and writing.
Chapter Six summarizes the development of transformational
learning, reviews the recent research in this area, and examines
unresolved issues inherent in this approach to adult learning. In
Chapter Seven, the last chapter of Part Two, we look closely at the
role of experience in learning: both how adult learning builds on
prior experience and how experience shapes learning. The con-
cepts of experiential learning, reflective practice, and situated cog-
nition are also examined in this chapter.

Part Three, “Newer Approaches to Adult Learning,” contains
two totally new chapters. We felt that the burgeoning interest in
embodied or somatic learning, spirituality and learning, and nar-
rative approaches to learning warranted a chapter (Chapter Eight)
in this edition of Learning in Adulthood. We uncovered so much
recent material in these areas that, had space allowed, we could
have devoted more than one chapter to these topics. Chapter Nine
on non-Western approaches to adult learning is also new. Although
the great majority of the knowledge base represented in Learning
in Adulthood is from a Western perspective, representing cultural
values of privileging the individual learner and cognitive processes
over more holistic approaches, we wanted to introduce readers to
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other epistemologies, other ways of thinking about learning and
knowing. We hope we have done that through brief introductions
to five non-Western perspectives. The final chapter in Part Three
is an update of critical theory, postmodernism, and feminist peda-
gogy. These three perspectives draw from literature outside the
field of adult education. Scholars have applied these perspectives
to our field, enlarging our understanding by inviting us to ques-
tion how the structural inequities based on race, gender, class, sex-
ual orientation, able-bodiedness, and so on affect learning.

Part Four, which we have titled “Learning and Development,”
brings together material from philosophy, psychology, sociology,
biology, and so on, that has a bearing on adult learning. In Chap-
ter Eleven, on traditional learning theory, we review five traditional
theories about learning—behaviorism, humanism, cognitivism,
social learning theory, and constructivism—along with their impli-
cations for adult learning. Where one aligns oneself with these the-
ories manifests itself in the view of the adult learner, the role of
instructor-facilitator, and the goals of the learning transaction itself.
Chapter Twelve focuses on adults’ developmental characteristics.
Beginning with biological and psychological perspectives on adult
development, we move to sociocultural and integrated perspectives.
The work on adult development in recent years places less empha-
sis on age and stage models and more on the effect of such factors
as race, gender, class, and ethnicity. Much has been written lately
about cognitive development in adulthood, and so this is treated
separately in Chapter Thirteen. Here we review several theoretical
models of cognitive development as well as present the concept of
dialectical thinking. Chapter Fourteen reviews the work on intelli-
gence, especially as it has been studied from a developmental or
aging perspective. Drawing on several disciplines and summarizing
recent work on memory and aging, expertise, cognitive and learn-
ing styles, and brain-based research, Chapter Fifteen is one of the
few compilations of its kind in an adult learning textbook.

Finally, in the last chapter we step back from the accumulated
knowledge base to summarize and integrate the material on adult
learning presented in earlier chapters. Chapter Sixteen also
reflects how we ourselves have come to think about learning in
adulthood.
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PART ONE

ADULT LEARNING
IN CONTEMPORARY
SOCIETY

It is very much the perspective of this book that learning is a per-
sonal process—but a process that is shaped by the context of adult
life and the society in which one lives. Compare how industrial-
ization of the early years of the twentieth century affected what an
adult needed and wanted to learn with the knowledge economy of
the early twenty-first century. This learning in turn affects the social
context. For example, as we become more technologically savvy,
businesses respond by developing more sophisticated systems and
gadgets that then require us to keep learning. It is indeed an inter-
active process between the learner and the social context. The
three chapters in Part One explore the sociocultural context of the
United States, the range of learning opportunities available to
adults in this context, and who takes advantage of these opportu-
nities and why.

Chapter One describes three factors characteristic of Ameri-
can society today that affect what adults want to learn. First, dra-
matic changes are occurring in the demographic base of our
society. Adults outnumber those under eighteen years old for the
first time ever. Moreover, the percentage of the population over
age sixty-five continues to grow, commanding the attention of
policymakers, businesspeople, and educators alike. Our popula-
tion as a whole is also better educated than ever before, and there
is more cultural and ethnic diversity. Therefore, there are simply
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more adults seeking learning opportunities, as well as more groups
of adults with particular learning needs.

The second and third factors shaping the learning enterprise
are globalization and technology. These are very much interre-
lated, of course; technology has had an enormous impact on the
economy. Robotics and automation displace production workers
but create other jobs; technology has fostered whole new work
structures, such as job-sharing and telecommuting. The effect of
the global economy and technological advances on the nature of
adult learning is staggering. Adults find that they must continue
their learning past formal schooling in order to function at work,
at home, and in their communities. The need for new knowledge,
for updating old information, for retraining, has resulted in a
multibillion-dollar educational enterprise.

Some of this learning takes place in formal settings sponsored
by myriad institutions and agencies. As might be expected, busi-
ness and industry and educational institutions offer a large num-
ber of adult learning opportunities, but so do the military,
cooperative extensions, churches, hospitals, and other institutions.
Chapter Two explores how the context of formal institutional set-
tings influences the learner and the learning process. Also
reviewed are learning opportunities that are nonformal, such as
those offered by community-based agencies, and informal, inci-
dental, and self-directed opportunities, as might happen in the
course of the workday or by watching a television program. In addi-
tion, we discuss online learning, a fourth environment for learn-
ing that overlays formal, nonformal, and informal modes of
learning. In the second half of this chapter, we explore the inter-
related concepts, first, of organizational learning and the learn-
ing organization, and second, of lifelong learning and the learning
society.

Chapter Three profiles who participates in adult learning, why
adults participate, and what an adult chooses to learn. Most of this
information on participation and motivation is in reference to for-
mal learning, such as that provided by educational institutions and
employers. Estimates of the percentage of the adult population
that participates in learning have steadily risen over the past forty
years, with the most current study suggesting that approximately
46 percent of all adult Americans participate. Studies of self-
directed learning and other nonformal types of education put the
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percentage even higher. Clearly, adult learning is an important
activity for today’s adults. What motivates adults to participate and
what deters participation is important information, especially for
program developers. This chapter also reviews motivational studies.

The final section of Chapter Three “problematizes” the con-
cept of participation. By examining the assumptions that underlie
participation we squarely confront the issues of access and oppor-
tunity in adult education. The gap between the better educated
who seek out continuing education and those who do not contin-
ues to widen. Adult learning seems to have become a vehicle for
solidifying a socioeconomic structure that limits access and oppor-
tunity, contrary to the stated goal of equal access to education in
our society. We examine the rhetoric, which espouses one set of
values, and the reality, which demonstrates another, in the provi-
sion of adult learning opportunities.






CHAPTER ONE

THE SocCIAL CONTEXT OF
ADULT LLEARNING

Learning, even self-directed learning, rarely occurs “in splendid
1solation from the world in which the learner lives; . . . it is inti-
mately related to that world and affected by it” (Jarvis, 1987, p. 11).
What one wants to learn, what is offered, and the ways in which
one learns are determined to a large extent by the nature of the
society at any particular time. Contrast the young male apprentice
of colonial times learning to be a blacksmith with today’s middle-
aged woman learning a new software program, or the preparation
needed to become a medical doctor at the turn of the twentieth
century—less than a high school diploma—with today’s long and
specialized training.

It can also be argued that the nature of society at any particu-
lar point in time determines the relative emphasis placed on adult
learning. In preindustrial societies, the rate of change was such that
what a person needed to know to function as an adult could be
learned in childhood. In societies hurrying to catch up, however,
and in our own society with its accelerated rate of change, the
urgency of dealing with social realities is felt by adults. Society no
longer has the luxury of waiting for its youth. As Belanger (1996)
notes, “The question is no longer whether adult learning is
needed, and how important it is. The issue today is how to respond
to this increasing and diversified demand, how to manage this
explosion” (p. 21). Youth, in fact, “who are sent out into life with
a dwindling sackful of values, . . . face a situation in which they have
to keep filling up their sack. This leads adult education to take ‘life-
long learning’ as its motto.” Further, “the hole in the ozone layer
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provides the stimulus for courses to which people turn for advice,
mad cow disease pushes up the numbers attending vegetarian
cooking courses, and backache creates a need for posture classes”
(Geissler, 1996, pp. 35-36).

While adult education is responsive to the context in which it
takes place, it also in turn affects that same context. Take, for exam-
ple, enormous changes in our society brought on by computer
technology. Auto mechanics must now be trained to diagnose
engine problems using computers; you can save time at the local
grocery by doing your own scanning, bagging, and checkout all by
computer; airline boarding passes can be accessed at home; and
so on. Adult education has responded to this computerization of
our world by offering courses—courses where we can learn this
technology so that we can better function in our digital environ-
ment. But the fact that millions of adults have become computer
literate interacts with our environment in that we now expect to use
our skills in an ever-widening range of applications—forcing insti-
tutions and agencies to adopt and expand these technologies.

Although the preceding are particularly contemporary exam-
ples, historically there has always been an interlocking of adult
learning needs with the social context in which they occur. The
skills needed in colonial America reflected the agrarian context;
further, since early settlers were fleeing religious persecution in
Europe, there was a moral and religious imperative in learning to
read so that one could study the Bible. After the revolutionary war,
the newly independent nation needed leaders and informed citi-
zens to build the democratic society. Eclipsing religious education,
civic education, which included learning about philosophy, sci-
ence, and politics, became paramount in the education of adults.

With the Industrial Revolution of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, industry-based skills training became a neces-
sity. Also, because of the massive influx of immigrants to the
United States at this time, “Americanization” and citizenship pro-
grams became a prominent form of adult education. It was felt that
these immigrants needed to learn the ways of their adopted coun-
try so that they would “melt” into society. Interestingly, immigrants
themselves organized their own schools to maintain their culture,
but these were largely invisible to society at large.

Although a major thrust of adult education at any particular time
reflects the sociohistorical context, varied purposes and learning
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interests coexist. We might argue that technology is a major thrust of
learning today, but there is still job-training, literacy, civic education,
liberal (such as Great Books clubs) and leisure learning, along with
community-based social-action initiatives. As Stubblefield and Keane
(1994, p. 312) observed from their survey of adult education from
colonial times until the present, regardless of the historical era,
“Americans learned because there was knowledge to master, tech-
nology to adapt, and life’s uncertainties to be resolved.”

Thus, to a large extent, the learning that goes on in adulthood
can be understood through an examination of the social context
in which it occurs. How is learning in adulthood shaped by the
society in which it takes place? How does the sociocultural context
determine what is learned and by whom?

This chapter explores three conditions characteristic of the
current sociocultural context that are shaping the learning needs
of adults in today’s world: changing demographics, the global
economy, and information and technology. Although we present
each of these separately at first, these three factors are very much
interrelated, and thus their convergence and subsequent impact
on learning in adulthood are discussed in the final section of this
chapter.

CHANGING DEMOGRAPHICS

Changing demographics is a social reality shaping the provision of
learning in contemporary American society. Demographics is
about people, groups of people, and their respective characteris-
tics. For the first time in our society, adults outnumber youth, there
are more older adults, the population is better educated than ever
before, and there is more cultural and ethnic diversity. For various
reasons, individuals and groups of people seek out learning expe-
riences; for other reasons, society targets learning activities for cer-
tain segments of the population. Thus, certain learning activities
are learner-initiated and others are society-initiated in response to
the changing demographics. The field is concerned with the
growth and development of adult learners, while at the same time,
there are emerging groups of learners with special needs.

To begin, there are simply more adults in our society than ever
before, and the population will continue to age. In comparison to
colonial times when half the population was under age 16, in 1990,
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fewer than one in four Americans were under age 16 and half were
age 33 or older. The median age of the American population of
36.0 years in 2004 is expected to increase to 39.1 in 2035 (U.S.
Bureau of the Census, 2004b). The so-called baby boomers—the
seventy million people born between 1946 and 1964—are a con-
tributing factor to this change in the population. Bills (2004,
p- 122) notes that “the baby boom has influenced all American
social institutions—health care, housing, consumerism, retirement,
even death and the projected ‘tomb boom’—but none more than
education and work.” Although we might hear more about youth,
they have less of an impact on the economy than the boomers. “In
America, they [over-50s] control four-fifths of the money invested
in savings-and-loan associations and own two-thirds of all the shares
on the stock market” (“Over 60 and Overlooked,” 2002).

The shift from a youth-oriented to an adult-oriented society is
solidified by the increasing numbers of older adults in the popu-
lation. In 1987, for the first time ever, Americans over the age of
sixty-five outnumbered those under twenty-five. Furthermore, the
oldest old, those over eighty-five-years old, are the fastest-growing
segment of the older population. As of July 1, 2004, there were
more than four million eight hundred thousand adults over eighty-
five-years old, an increase of 13.4 percent from the 2000 census
(U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2005). The number of adults over age
eighty-five is expected to increase to about seven million in 2020
and to twenty million in 2050 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2004b).

Today’s older adults are also increasingly better educated, in
better health, and economically better off than previous cohorts.
Society is already heeding their learning needs with policies like
tuition waivers for higher and continuing education programs and
specially designed programs, such as the popular Elderhostel pro-
gram and learning-in-retirement institutes. There has also been a
subtle change in the philosophical rationale—at least among those
working in the fields of gerontology and educational gerontology—
underlying the provision of education for this group. Along with
an economic rationale (the better educated need fewer social ser-
vices) and a social stability rationale (millions of healthy retired
people need something to do) is an awareness that older adults as
well as younger ones have an unending potential for development.
Williamson (1997, p. 175) suggests that our culturally endorsed
notion about what represents “appropriate” learning over the
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course of the life span tends to “reinforce prevailing myths about
retirement and aging as processes of withdrawal and decline.” This
mindset ignores the exciting possibilities for personal growth and
societal contributions among older members of the population. As
Thomas (2004, p. 31) observes, “There is great power hidden with
old age, but we will remain ignorant of the depth and breadth of
that power as long as we insist on simply comparing youth to age.”

Thus, more adults and an increase in the number of older
adults are two demographic factors influencing the provision of
learning activities in our society. So, too, is the rising level of edu-
cation characteristic of our population. This is dramatically illus-
trated by the fact that 83 percent of today’s twenty-five- to
thirty-fouryear-olds have completed high school compared with 65
percent of adults age sixty-five and over (U.S. Bureau of the Cen-
sus, 2000). Since previous education is the single best predictor of
participation in adult education, the rising educational level of the
adult population is a contextual factor of considerable import. Par-
ticipation data from the Center for Education Statistics show, for
example, that 22 percent of adults with fewer than four years of
high school participate in organized adult education, while 34 per-
cent of high school graduates and 66 percent of college graduates
do (Kim, Collins Hagedorn, Williamson, & Chapman, 2004).

Nevertheless, even as the educational attainment level of the
population as a whole continues to rise, an alarming number of
high school students drop out before graduating. And “as a high
school education becomes the minimum educational standard,
those who drop out are more likely to become members of an edu-
cational underclass, from which adult education (especially in the
form of adult basic and secondary education) may be the only
hope of escape” (Rachal, 1989, pp. 10-11). Unfortunately, as men-
tioned earlier, adults with less than a high school diploma are least
likely to participate in adult education activities overall, with only
6 percent in work-related courses, 7 percent in basic skills educa-
tion, and 1 percent in vocational or technical diploma programs
(Kim et al., 2004).

Another demographic characteristic of the social context is the
growing cultural and ethnic diversity of America’s population. In
contrast to the influx of European immigrants at the end of the
nineteenth century (which continued into the middle decades of
the twentieth), today’s immigrants are more likely to come from
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Asia and Latin America. In 2002, for example, 52 percent of U.S.
immigrants were from Latin America, 25 percent from Asia, and
only 14 percent from Europe (Alfred, 2004).

If current trends in immigration and birthrates persist, it is pro-
jected that between the years 2000 and 2010, the Hispanic popu-
lation will account for 34.1 percent of the total population growth,
Asians about 33.3 percent, and African Americans 12.9 percent
(U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2004b). In 2001, Hispanics became
the largest minority group in America, with African Americans the
second largest (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2005).

Furthermore, the average age of minority populations is
decreasing, while the majority population is growing older. For
example, in 2004 the median age of Hispanics was 26.9 years
whereas that of the White population was 40.0 years (U.S. Bureau
of the Census, 2005).

Not only is the composition of the minority population chang-
ing, so too are the overall numbers. In 2000, minorities made up
31 percent of the population; by 2050, minorities will account for
nearly 50 percent of the overall population (U.S. Bureau of the
Census, 2004b).

The socioeconomic and cultural diversity of today’s immigrant
population presents special challenges to adult educators. As
Alfred (2004, p. 14) observes:

Today’s immigrant population reflects a pattern of demographics
that reveals deep polarization between the most educated and
wealthiest and the least educated and poorest. This emergent pat-
tern of immigrant adaptation seems to follow a new hourglass seg-
mentation found in the U.S. economy and society (Sparks, 2003;
Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2000). Noticeably, there are those
immigrants who are quickly achieving upward mobility, primarily
through education and high-tech jobs, while on the opposite end
of the hourglass, large numbers of low-skilled workers find them-
selves locked in low-wage service jobs. Those in between approxi-
mate norms of the majority culture and disappear into U.S. cultural
institutions without much notice (Sparks, 2003). This polarization
in the composition of the immigrant population suggests that plan-
ners of adult and higher education programs face a challenging
task as they attempt to meet the variety of needs and expectations
that immigrants bring to the new country.



