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In order to gain a better understanding of adult learning I conducted two

interviews:  one of an adult learner and one of an adult educator.  The adult learner is a

forty something female who has experienced several life changing events in recent years.

The adult educator is a fifty something male who has taught several parenting classes

over the past several years.  Both subjects shared many intriguing experiences that shed

light on the complexities and challenges of adult education, and each person serves as an

excellent example of an adult learner and adult educator.

Adult Learner

For the sake of research, Rochelle would possibly be defined as a soon to be

divorced, midlife adult, with one 17 year-old-daughter; however, she is so much more!

Rochelle has taken several courses over the past few years: middle school endorsement

courses online, ESL endorsement courses via a classroom setting every other week with

posts online, three classes the school district has “new to district” teachers take in a

classroom setting, computer classes in a classroom setting, and a video course on sign

language.  Motivations, life experiences, and opportunities that have led her to adult

education include: needing to take the classes to continue with her current job, working

toward a raise in pay, and the need to help students succeed.

Research identifies that adult learners prefer learning situations which:  are

practical and problem-centered, promote their positive self esteem, integrate new ideas

with existing knowledge, show respect for the individual learner, capitalize on their

experience, and allow choice and self direction (Sweeny, n.p.).  Considering these

factors, Rochelle likes online classes that give her all the work at the first class meeting.

She likes to work smarter by knowing what is needed from her, and as she researches she
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can find the answers.  An example of when Rochelle felt some of her needs were not

being met include classes where students posted late making it difficult to answer.  In one

case she emailed her instructor, and the instructor said that anything not posted by

Saturday would not have to be answered until the next week.

Some examples of course exercises that have had a major impact on Rochelle’s

learning include her last ESL course. Each student did a project and then presented it to

the class.  They had to make copies to give to each other.  It helped Rochelle the most

because it took a different approach than other teachers had used before.  Barriers that she

has faced as an adult learner include finding time to take classes, persevering through a

devastating fire where she lost all of her belongings, and dealing with a current divorce

while maintaining focus on her course work.  She feels that her support system of family,

friends, church, and work colleagues has helped her to reach her goals.

Rochelle does not feel she has one learning style.  She prefers working on her

own, and in hands-on situations whenever possible.  She loves seeing a demonstration,

and enjoys reading and trying things on her own.  She feels she has taken enough classes

that she learns from any style.  Classes where she has to listen to other people’s opinions

and respond are the hardest for her.  Rochelle feels more comfortable interacting in

online learning situations.

There is much research on adult life cycles and in general the scope goes from

early adulthood to middle adulthood to later adulthood.  Each cycle has transitions, and

life-changing events play an important part in the adult life cycle.  Major events that have

had an effect on Rochelle’s adult education choices include the change of her daughter

being gone (“empty nester”) and the separation from her husband.  She feels these events
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will affect her future learning because the separation from her husband creates the need

for more education to raise her pay since she will now be on her own.

In my studies I have come across the idea of dialectical thinking.  The world has

contradictions and paradoxes.  “Thinking in a dialectic sense allows for the acceptance of

alternative truths or ways of thinking about similar phenomena that abound in everyday

adult life” (Merriam & Caffarella, 1999, p. 152).  As Rochelle and I discussed this type of

thinking, I asked her how she deals with contradictions she faces in life, and how she

feels coming to terms with those contradictions affects her learning.  Rochelle stated,

“Most things don’t really matter to me.  If it’s not a moral issue for me I don’t care.  If

it’s a moral issue I come to terms with it by saying it’s not my issue, it’s the other

person’s and I move on” (Rice, 2005).

I admire Rochelle for her courageous battle to overcome awesome life changing

events in her life.  She remains upbeat and continues to better herself as a human being.

Adult education seems to be an outlet in her life.  She is drawn to adult education to help

her meet the needs of her students and to provide a living for herself and daughter.

Rochelle’s strengths include perseverance, tenacity, and a desire for life long learning.

She is a great example to me, her family, her colleagues, and her middle and her high

school students.

Adult Educator

Kem is currently a middle school principal and my current supervisor.  I was one

of his students while I was in high school, and our relationship has grown from

student/teacher to that of trusted colleagues.  Kem has spent several years teaching

classes on parenting, most recently for Western Wyoming College.  He sees the need for
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adults to continue learning, and was led to a career in education because of his family

history that lists a long line of teachers.

Kem prepares his parenting courses by basing it on the student’s life experiences

and examples.  He teaches parents who have adolescents about adolescent behavior and

why they do certain things.  Often he has his adult students reflect back to their own time

as adolescents.  They compare how they felt and experiences they had with the events

their children are faced with now.  Kem uses the Boys Town Common Sense Parenting

course as his main curriculum.  He has parents relate to and apply techniques based on

social skills.  He sees frustrated parents move from adults asking for help to people who

have the skills to help their children succeed.

Barriers these parents face are feelings of failure because they feel they cannot

deal with their adolescent children.  Kem helps the parents understand that they need to

believe in what they can do, and that they can change and become better parents.  Kem

uses a variety of teaching techniques to tie into each student’s visual, auditory, and

written skills.  He feels small group discussions are best used to reinforce topics shared in

class.

Parenting needs and difficult teenagers are the events that usually bring parents to

Kem’s classes.  He has noticed an increase in grandparents who have taken over the

responsibility of raising their grandchildren.  In our discussion Kem pointed out that

grandparents come to him with the stress of parenting.  Although they have had

experience raising children before, they are amazed at the challenges young people face

today.  Kem has had grandparents as old as 72 who have taken his course, and he is

amazed at how much they want to learn and appreciates how much wisdom they share.
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We each felt that the opportunity to raise grandchildren has a correlation with keeping

these grandparents “young.”  The life-changing event of raising a grandchild has led

these grandparents to a learning opportunity, and it appears that they thrive on the

experience.  This ties into the research about intellectual functioning and the idea that

“educators of adults have tremendous opportunities to help ensure that adult learners,

especially older adults, are provided a variety of educational opportunities to inhibit

decline and expand our intellectual capacity” (Merriam & Caffarella, pg. 189).  Kem

takes this idea even further with his approach of bringing youth and elderly adults

together.

Kem knows the value of older generations, and he has established a program at

our school, “Make Someone Else’s Day Brighter,” where students who face disciplinary

action are required to do service at local care centers.  These students spend a certain

number of hours associating with elderly people through reading with them, playing

games, and visiting with them about what it was like when they were growing up.  The

wisdom shared with these young students is invaluable, and the program already has

provided some great opportunities for participants on both sides.  I am very impressed

with this program, and it has so many possibilities.  It values the experience of those in

their golden years, and brings generations together as they compare the challenges they

share at various stages in life.

When Kem and I discussed the idea of dialectical thinking he stated:  “I feel that

we all need to be open to new research, new ideas, and new techniques.  When we as

adults become so closed minded and unwilling to change, it interferes with our own

progress and learning” (Cazier, 2005).  Kem works to break through barriers like these in
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order to bring success in the lives of parents and their children.  He creates open minded

learning atmospheres that value diversity, cultures, and different ideas.  Kem creates

many opportunities to learn so no one will feel left out.  As an instructor he is constantly

aware of his student’s needs to help prevent bias in his classroom.  Kem feels awareness

is the key to successfully reaching students from different backgrounds.

Kem makes a huge difference in the lives of those he comes in contact with.  His

caring approach in helping parents improve their skills is admired and valued in our

community.  He works to help his students overcome their fears, frustrations, and feeling

of failure as parents by generating discussion about their life experiences and sharing

tools that can lead to success.  Kem’s work and success has led to positive results across

generations, and his ability to create learning opportunities that allow parents to feel good

about themselves and recognize the unlimited possibilities they have in bringing about

change in their families is a valuable contribution to our community.

Summary

Rochelle serves as a great example to me of an adult learner and Kem an adult

educator.  I appreciate their perspectives on learning, and I feel they each are

representative of the trends that are taking place in the world of adult education today.

They face challenges in their lives, work to better themselves and others, look for

opportunities to learn and grow, and value life-long learning.
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