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INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this lesson is to introduce you to four learning theories that are 
commonly used in adult education. The benefit of learning these theories is to aid you in 
designing and delivering appropriate instruction. It is important to consider your adult 
audience when tailoring instructional interventions to meet their needs in order that they 
implement the solutions you offer. 

In the last lesson you learned about navigating the GSU-TPS and Library of Congress 
websites. The resources found on those sites along with your knowledge about adult 
learning theories will help you design appropriate solutions for your teachers. In this 
lesson, you will have an opportunity to apply your expertise in these two areas to create 
a critical incident continuum that will pinpoint effective coaching behaviors.  

OBJECTIVES 

At the end of this lesson participants will be able to: 

 Distinguish how children and adults learn differently; 
 Name four adult learning theories; 
 Describe at least two practical applications for each theory; and, 
 Create a critical incident tool to pinpoint effective coaching examples that 

implement adult learning theory applications. 
 

OUTLINE 

How Children and Adults Learn Differently 
Adult Learning Theories and their Practical Applications 
Effective TPS Coaching Behaviors Using Adult Learning Theory Applications 
 

Learn Coach Pollinate 
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HOW CHILDREN AND ADULTS LEARN 
DIFFERENTLY 

Do children and adults learn the same way?  

 

 

 

 

Exercise 1: How do adults learn differently than children? 
 

      Versus    

 
 
Break up into groups of three. 
 
On the wall is a flip chart. On the flip chart make two columns. Under column one 
indicate how children learn. Under the second column, indicate how adults learn 
differently than children. 
 
When the groups are done we’ll compare answers. 
 
DEBRIEF  
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ADULT LEARNING THEORIES AND THEIR 
PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS  

While we are all adult learners and many of us understand the 
practical considerations of adult learning, the target lesson will 
focus on a variety of adult learning theories to aid you in 
designing and delivering training materials for the teachers 
and administrators at your schools. 

 

 

 

NOTES: 
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Review of the Practical Applications of each Adult Learning Theory 
 
1. Pedagogical Theory 
 
Theory Elements Practical Applications 
Students learn what they are told Lecture 

 
Students past experiences aren’t needed 
to learn new materials. 

Don’t ask the students to contribute 
details of their own experiences. 
 

Students are passive learners. Don’t engage learners. 
  
 
2. Andragogy Theory 
 
Theory Elements Practical Applications 
Adults are not dependent learners; they 
are self-directed. 
 

Ask students for their opinions; involve 
them in planning classes via needs 
assessments; and diagnosis learner’s 
needs. 
 

Adults come to class with lots of 
experiences. 

Connect class materials to students’ 
life experiences. 
 

Adults need to know why they are learning 
topics before they learn them. 

Incorporate lesson introductions within 
class materials that tell students the 
lesson’s purpose, the benefits, why it is 
important to learn this material, and the 
lesson objectives. 
 

Adults enjoy solving problems. They like to 
learn knowledge and skills to manage their 
life experiences. 

Offer adults intellectual puzzles, case 
studies, games that require them to 
solve problems. Generate materials that 
mirror real life. 
 

Adults seek out educational opportunities 
to enhance their competency levels. 

Use instructional methods that are 
immediately applicable to the learners’ 
jobs. For example, how-to-guides, 
worksheets, flowcharts, etc. 
 

Adults are internally motivated to learn. 
 

Praise students, provide safe 
environments that promote trust, and 
understanding.  
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3. Transformative Learning 
 
Theory Elements Practical Applications 
Alters students’ consciousness in dramatic 
and enduring ways that lead to  integrative 
perspectives. 
 

Activities that encourage critical 
reflections, thoughtful discussions, and 
student-experiences. 
 

 
4. Self-Directed Learning 
 
Theory Elements Practical Applications 
Encourage learners to be self-directed. 
 

Students initiate their learning and plan 
out their curriculum, including the 
evaluation of their own learning 
experiences. 
 

Foster transformational learning. Learner is the focus; teacher is the 
guide. 
 

Promote emancipatory learning and social 
action. 

Move learners into self-directed by 
implementing four steps: 
 

1. Low self-directed learners still 
need teachers as experts. 
Teacher’s guide, set goals, 
develop, and evaluate. 
 

2. Moderate self-directed learners 
need teachers as motivators. 
Students enjoy praise, structured 
content, and exercises where 
teachers encourage growth. 
 

3. Intermediate self-directors are 
active learners but want teachers 
to facilitate learning by providing 
resources, methods, and shared 
decision-making. 
 

4. High self-directors want full 
responsibility for their learning, 
direction, and evaluation. They 
will seek consultation when 
needed. 
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EFFECTIVE TPS COACHING BEHAVIORS USING ADULT 
LEARNING THEORY APPLICATIONS 

Review the practical applications of the four adult learning theories above. Think about 
how you might implement these applications as a TPS coach.  

 

Exercise 2: Creating a Critical Incident tool of Effective TPS Coaching Behaviors 

Step 1: Break up into groups of three. 

 

Step 2: Have each group member describe (by writing down on piece of paper) 
four individual incidents (i.e., observable human behaviors) that illustrate 
specific ways in which a TPS coach might apply one of the adult theory 
applications to a TPS coaching context. 

For example: A 6th grade social studies teacher comes to a TPS coach 
asking for prints and sound recordings of the Civil War. The TPS coach 
assesses the social studies teacher as an intermediate self-director and 
provides the teacher with the link to the Teacher Resources from the 
Library of Congress website that focuses on the Civil War. 

At the end of this step, the group should have at least 12 different 
critical incidents, that is, 12 separate sheets of paper. 

 

Step 3: As a group, decide which incident is the most effective to the least. Tape  
 each incident to the wall by taping the most effective incident on top and 
 the least effective incident on the bottom to create a continuum. 

At the end of this step, the group should have created a 12 point 
continuum from most effective incident to least. 

 

Step 4: Type up your continuum and email to instructor so she can share your  
  critical incident continuum with the rest of the class. 
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SUMMARY 

In this lesson you discovered that adults learn differently than children. When designing 
your coaching curriculum you want to implement effective adult learning theories and 
practical applications. While no one theory explains how adults learn nor do they 
provide practical applications for all contexts, the four theories presented in this lesson 
offer a variety of techniques. You need to decide which practical applications are 
suitable for your participants’ needs, wants, and abilities. You can also use your critical 
incident tool to aid you in determining what coaching behaviors are more effective than 
others. 

In the next lesson you will learn how to carry out a front-end analysis that evaluates 
TPS- related learning needs of an audience. You will learn how to identify attitudes and 
behaviors of different types of participants as well as to select the best strategies to aid 
your clientele.  
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