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 Adult Learning Principles 

Adults must have a reason to learn. 

During the lesson introduction, effective instructors establish the learners’ motivation for the topic. 

Session objectives are connected to these learner needs as well as to organizational needs and goals. 

Ongoing strategies are used to maintain the learners’ willingness to learn throughout the session. 

Adults must be involved in the learning. 

Just listening to facts leaves learners passive and often bored. The amount of information retained and 

which can be put to productive use is minimal. Provide opportunities for the learners to develop and 

discuss lesson concepts. Effective instructors ‘mine the gold’ that learners bring into the room as a way 

to ensure interactive instruction. 

Adults learn by building on experience. 

Adults learn by relating new information to their own rich reservoir of life experience and to the 

experiences of others. Effective instructors know how to build on that experience by drawing examples 

and information from the group. They also use it to help learners connect what they already know to 

new learning. 

Adults learn by doing. 

Comprehensive lessons include opportunities to apply learning to real-life situations. This builds 

confidence and skill through practice in the supportive environment of the classroom. Application 

exercises allow for the repetition needed to remember new information and to increase the likelihood 

of recall and utilization of that information outside the classroom. 

Adults learn in different ways and at different rates. Adults need a variety of 

methods. 

Each person has a preferred learning style. The learners in any given instructional setting will possess a 

range of preferences. Coupled with the range of learning preferences, will be a range of rates at which 

the learning is picked up. Using a variety of instructional methods enables an instructor to appeal to the 

greatest number of different styles as well as varying rates of learning. 
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Adults need a meaningful program. 

Effective programs are relevant to the ‘real world’ situation of the learners. Most adult learners take 

training courses for specific reasons. They are most receptive to instruction which is clearly related to 

problems they face daily. Ensuring that content and materials are practical and that they correspond to 

assessed needs will support success in life and/or work situations. 

Adults need a safe environment. 

Coming to a learning activity can provoke anxiety for many adults. It may have been awhile since their 

last formal learning session and they may not have positive memories. Effective instructors are aware of 

this and ensure that the learning environment is not only physically safe but psychologically safe as well. 

Be aware of the physical environment and communicate any emergency procedures that are relevant to 

it. Conduct the training in a way that guards the learners’ physical and psychological safety while 

bolstering their self-esteem.  

Adults appreciate constructive feedback. 

Adult learners want to know how they are doing, whether they are learning correctly and how they 

could do even better. They learn best when they feel supported while experimenting with new ideas 

and skills. Effective programs are built on appropriate reinforcement which provides specific, immediate 

and constructive feedback. 

Adults appreciate an informal environment. 

Instructors should promote getting acquainted and interpersonal connections amongst learners early in 

a program. Adults learn better when they feel comfortable and at ease with their peers. 

Adults appreciate being treated with dignity and respect. 

Effective programs are concerned with gain, not with proving inadequacy. They aim for success for each 

individual learner. Honoring the principles outlined above will ensure that success is achieved with 

dignity. 

 


