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How Adults learn

This article is based on a document that had no identifiers.  It has been modified considerably to suit this context.  The layout is therefore someone else’s work, and I thank that person.  I will acknowledge the source when I find him or her.

Two schools of thought currently dominate "adult learning" - 'Scientific' and 'Artistic'.  Early explanations of about adult learning relied on a behaviourist approach to understanding learning, tending to describe learning as a relatively permanent change in behaviour resulting from a person's experience.  Therefore, learning is permanent and can be measured.  Many of the early studies on learning were conducted with animals adapting to new environments, and while informative and able to answer some questions about learning, humans go beyond adapting to their physical and social worlds, by also actively shaping and creating those worlds.  Our process involves thinking, feeling, perceiving and behaving as integrated functions.  So human learning is expanded to include a process whereby new concepts are developed and continuously adjusted through experience.   Indeed, learning is an activity of such significance and challenge to the learner's ego that consideration also needs to be given to the emotional experience of learning.  If we accept that, then not only do humans learn to adapt, and learn to manipulate the need to adapt, but are also aware of the process of learning.  Going further - the effectiveness of learning can itself be manipulated.  Learning is as much an experience as is the subject of the learning.  We not only learn to be better (at whatever), but have the opportunity to learn how to learn better or faster.

The scientific approach to learning in organisations

There are many scientific approaches to adult learning, including behaviourist, cognitive and social learning approaches.

Behavioural theories  (the learner sits and listens - or does as is told)

Behavioural explanations of human behaviour talk about cause and effect, and use external stimuli to arouse a behavioural response.  More recently, behavioural theories began expanding to include double loop learning.  

These theories explain how training effectiveness is improved by understanding: 

· people respond to reinforcement within training. 

· reinforcement is motivator to participate in training

· responses to stimuli are individual - instruction needs to be oriented to the individual

· effectiveness of rewards must be individually determined- i.e., different strokes for different folks

· training programs should progress from simple to complex

· training programs should include sensitisation, practice and feedback

The behavioural studies were done while assuming that it is possible for an observer to assess a problem, develop a set of measurement criteria, examine events and issues, while remaining detached from them and avoiding personal bias and value judgements.  The theories contribute a valuable view to learning, but totally ignore the affective states (emotions, preferences, motivations) of the learner.

Social learning theory  

Social learning theory stresses the importance of learning new behaviours by observing and adopting the behaviours, attitudes and emotional reactions of others.  But when we observe others, different observers will 'note' different things, and will be strongly influenced by the environment at the time.  Observational learning through the behaviours of others therefore implies that perception is a crucial component learning.  Social learning theory therefore acknowledges the relationship between behavioural, cognitive and environmental influences.  

Organisations can exploit this understanding by facilitating appropriate informal and formal communication processes.  Apprenticeship schemes exploit social learning when partnering a trainee with a tradesperson, as do parents bringing up children.  At managerial levels this type of learning is termed 'mentoring'.   Learning is shown to be effective when the new learning or activities experienced in a learning situation are demonstrated in another situation.  For this to happen, not only must learning be facilitated as described, but learners must also be able to see the relevance of the new learning, and have strategies for coping with the new tasks and situations.  

Enhanced success in adult learning has been demonstrated when the adult learners have input to the design and organisation of learning programs.  Self-responsibility and self-direction are probably important pre-conditions for optimal adult learning, otherwise only behavioural learning will occur.

In summary, social learning involves the modeling and mentoring of the views and behaviours of relevant others.  It can be argued therefore that a positive work climate will aid the application of learning about work, and that climate should include positive and genuine feedback about their efforts.  A supportive environment enhances positive outcomes when individuals attempt to utilise their new learning in the workplace.

Cognitive (thinking) theories  (the active-thinking learner)

Cognitive theories focus on external behaviours that indicate mental involvement.  Focus topics include memory processes and other mental processes, aptitude, intelligence, lateral thinking and others.  One line of thinking draws attention to the episodic nature of memory (we put things in boxes of things or time), and this is how we recall memories.  So memory is directly related to personal ways that experiences are memorised.  As such, adult learners ought to be given the opportunity to build on the recorded and stable episodes of prior experience rather than starting a totally new and therefore vulnerable episode.  

Episodic allocation depends upon the context of socio-cultural and environmental change being sought, so the learning program setting needs to recognise socio-cultural and environmental concerns as part of being conducive to learning. The learning program must recognise the dynamic nature of change and the role of previous experience.  Adult learning acknowledges the different ways people give meaning to, and make sense of, their experiences.  Adult learning places great emphasis on insight.  Cognitive theories therefore suggest that the learning process is more sophisticated and complete than a purely behavioural program.

However, even the 'thinking' view is not perfect.  It is far too logical, placing poor attention to the non-episodic learning, to environmental influences, and to emotions and emotional intelligence.  Finally, little attention is paid to 'reflection' as part of the learning process, and the observation that most reflective learning occurs from 'mistakes' rather than 'successes'.  

Cognitive theories explain how training effectiveness is improved by understanding:

· Learner activity should be a central feature of any design.  

· Learners are active and will learn more if they have some control over the learning process.

· Information should be organised to facilitate learning rather than control learning.

· Learners progress from the simple to the complex (not complicated - but holistic and complex)

· Learners need to learn how to learn, and test learning styles

Artistic approaches to adult learning in organisations 

The artistic approach to adult learning suggests that adult learners are capable of making decisions about their own learning needs.   Learning is regarded within a wider socio-political, socio-economic, and socio-cultural context.  Learning is seen as an intentional, value-laden, and culturally dependent engagement, inseparable from its cultural context.  Adults can choose to use education and learning in self-development and liberation.

Important views - origins

If we accept that human beings have unlimited potential, then we accept that we can be developed and enhanced by education within the social framework of the learner.  Past experience and the wider environmental context can be utilised for achieving successful learning outcomes.  As such, a teacher is more a guide or facilitator of learner self-growth, rather than a teacher.  There is strong evidence that learning through experience is more effective than learning from tests or from teachers.  And if learning is more the focus than teaching, then the learner's needs are more important than those of the teacher.  

Effective adult learning is more about active learning, preferably self-directed to the extent possible, and building on past experiences.  Furthermore, because adults learn about learning, adult learning programs ought to focus on process rather than content, unless situational specifics demand a more simple approach.

Another learning theory describes transformative learning as either instrumental, communicative, or emancipatory.  

· Instrumental: The learner learns to control or manipulate his or her environment.  Concerned with objective measurement, this approach prompts task-oriented problem solving.  Instrumental learning is about achieving desired goals.  My Truths

· Communicative:  The learner seeks to understand others.  The learner attempts to understand others by trying to understand such things as their values, intentions, ideals, moral decisions, and feelings.  Truth for others.  Such understanding may only be achieved through 'rational discourse'.  Interpersonal skills is a focus of training and requires these conditions for learning:- 1- the learners have equal opportunity to participate; 2- participants are free from coercion; 3- they are open to alternative opinions and value the expression of those opinions; 4- they care about the way others think and feel.

· Emancipatory: This learning occurs when adult learners transform (change radically) their 'frame of reference'.  These deeply embedded values and beliefs dictate everyday actions.  The way we perceive, understand and remember (learn) is deeply influenced by our frames of reference.  The way that adults might alter their frames of reference is by a process of critical reflection.  They scrutinise their basic beliefs and how they have come to that set of beliefs.  They challenge themselves to understand what those beliefs are, how they have developed, and if they might be changed.  It is an introspective process.

'Action learning' is a way for adults to learn in organisations.  Action learning incorporates the concepts of self-directed and reflective learning, with the learner able to build on previous knowledge and experience by using questions to develop new learning.  In the formula P + Q = L,  P equals programmed knowledge, Q equals questioning insight, and L equals learning.  Effective L becomes the next P, so P + Q = L  P + Q = L  P + Q = L  etc in an escalating learning line.  Instead of drawing it as a line, try drawing it as a loop. 

Action learning is a cyclical process involving planning, acting, observing and reflecting as is shown in Figure 1.  It provides a mechanism for organisational members to learn together how to bring about organisational change.  
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Figure 1: The Action Learning Cycle


Source: Kemmis and McTaggart (1988).     



Observe the similarities between this and Kolb's learning cycle model (Figure 2).  

Kolb argues that individual learning is a transactional process between personal knowledge, and the external environment (a social process).  Experiential learning maximises developmental opportunities within this framework.  Kolb’s learning model is a cycle (Figure 2) where the learning process draws on orientations that are polar opposites: active and reflective, concrete and abstract.  Dimensions relate to the capturing Grasping of information and then the transforming Processing of that information.  The model shows these dimensions in opposite quadrants of a learning cycle.  Learners move through the sequence of concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation and active experimentation.

Figure 2: Kolb’s Learning Cycle   

Figure 3: Honey and Mumford’s (1992)

Learning Cycle and Learning Styles
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However, different people prefer to start at different points on the cycle.  Although the cycle remains the same, the tendency to start at different points on the cycle identify preferred learning styles.  Honey & Mumford labeled these learning styles as Activist, Reflector, Theorist, and Pragmatist (Figure 3).  Some people prefer to think and then act, and others are the opposite.  Activists tend to be task oriented, and learn best when involved in activity.  Reflectors prefer to plan, to observe and to listen, learning best when given time to analyse and consider new information.  Theorists are unable to tolerate ambiguity and uncertainty, learning best from ideas and concepts they find interesting.  Pragmatists need to see the relevance of new material to reality, learning best from models that they can imitate.  

While each person seems to have a bias, we each adapt our style to suit the challenge.  The more flexible we are, the better we are at adapting to different learning situations.

What do we get from the understanding offered in these theories?

· an explanation of how learning happens

· a better understanding of where 'teaching' stops and learning starts

· a better chance of approaching training in a way that gives results - and satisfaction

· an understanding of how to improve the effectiveness of our own self-motivated learning

· an understanding of how to improve the likelihood of completion of a learning program.






� EMBED Microsoft Word Picture ���








© www.Strategic-Conversation.com.au   Strategic Conversation research development program.  Participant/Co-researcher notes         5

_52472512.doc


ACTION LEARNING CYCLE







PLAN







REFLECT







OBSERVE







PLAN







ACT












