Characteristics of Adult Learners

1.
Focused and driven


Adult learners are goal focused and outcome driven. They know why they are at training and what they expect you to deliver. Compare them to school students who frequently don’t know why they are at school or what, if anything, they can expect from a lesson.

2.
Articulate and persistent


Adult learners are able to articulate their disappointment if they don’t get what they expect from a session of training: they are also able to express their thanks if you do deliver what they expected or more. Again, by comparison, school students are much less outspoken: they will tell their friends, but they won’t tell you: while their grandmother will say it, politely, to your face.


Adult learners will follow up an uncertainty or an unclear issue until it is clear or certain. They will come and see you at the end of a presentation and will keep coming back until they get an answer that satisfies them.

3.
Learn by doing


Adult learners, even more than school students, learn by doing far more deeply than they do by sitting listening. I hear and I forget; I see and I remember; I do and I understand. We need to build the chance to into our sessions.

4.
Expect to be treated as equals


Adult learners expect to be treated as equals with the only difference between them and the trainer being that the trainer may have more experience. Adult learners respond negatively to sarcasm, humour at someone’s expense, point-scoring or rank-pulling. We need to be as polite and respectful to them as we would like them to be to everyone, including us.

5.
Mixed ages


When working with adult learners, expect to have a wide range of ages in your session. Having people in a session with ages from 18 to 80 is not an uncommon experience at TLI. We need to make sure that what we are saying makes sense to all ages.

6.
Mixed learning ability


Adult learners are usually a very mixed bag when it comes to learning ability. Hearing and vision problems in the more senior parts of the group sometimes do not help. Remember that older members of the group probably left school at an earlier age than younger members. Make sure that you include all of your audience by being careful with your speaking volume, the size of print in PowerPoints or the words you use.

7.
Mixed life experience


Adult learners usually display a tremendous diversity of things they have done and places they have been. They are harder to baffle with B… S… than their children or grandchildren.


If we can tap into the range of life experiences in the group, this can be enriching to the group and empowering to the individual whose life we have just validated.

8.
Mixed Toastmaster experience


In the audience at TLI days there are frequently Past District Governors sitting near someone, perhaps filling the same office in their own club, who has been a Toastmaster for less than six months. This is their first TLI day!


What we say has to be relevant to both. If there is some way we can tap the PDG’s experience to show how to resolve a problem the group is facing, brilliant! We also need to make sure that the PDG gives us room to run our session the way we would like.

9.
Appreciate handouts


Adult learners usually don’t have the note-taking skills of high school or university students. Handouts are really appreciated, particularly if they can get a phone number or email address that the adult learner can come back to with problems, once the formal part of training is over.

10.
Thrive on variety and breakouts


Adult learners know that the training time is limited. They expect trainers to make every minute count: they expect to be involved every minute. Sitting listening to Talking Heads is not the way to get a message across. Involvement throughout a session is what is expected. Remember, we have them for a whole day and we have to keep them listening and learning throughout that day.

11.
Great networkers


Adult learners are great at networking. We need to take advantage of this skill that many do not realise they have. Re-arrange the groups and keep them moving around so that they are near different people every time.

12.
Keep them moving


Try to avoid keeping people in one place for too long. Get them up and stretching every 40 to 50 minutes or so. Break into small groups, reform, report, perhaps have a mini debate: avoid them sitting listening,
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