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	Introduction 

	 

	Education has always been fundamental to human development, but never before has the need for continuous learning been as significant as it is today. Rapid technological advancement, globalisation, demographic change, evolving labour markets, artificial intelligence, environmental sustainability, and changing societal expectations are transforming the knowledge, skills, and capabilities required to participate effectively in work and society. In this environment, learning is no longer confined to childhood or early adulthood. Instead, it has become a lifelong process that enables individuals to adapt, grow, innovate, and contribute throughout their personal and professional lives.

	Adult education and vocational education and training occupy a central position within this lifelong learning landscape. Across the world, millions of adults return to education each year to gain qualifications, develop new occupational skills, transition into new careers, maintain professional competence, or pursue learning for personal fulfilment. Whether studying at a university, undertaking an apprenticeship, completing workplace training, participating in professional development, earning industry certifications, or engaging in self-directed online learning, adult learners represent one of the largest and most diverse educational populations. Understanding how these learners acquire knowledge, develop expertise, and transform their understanding has therefore become essential for educators, trainers, instructional designers, policymakers, employers, and learners themselves.

	The study of adult learning has evolved considerably over the past century. Early educational theories sought to explain learning primarily through observable behaviour or cognitive processes, while later perspectives increasingly recognised the importance of experience, reflection, social interaction, culture, motivation, identity, and critical inquiry. Rather than replacing one another, these theories have progressively expanded our understanding of learning, each providing valuable insights into different aspects of the adult learning process. Contemporary educational practice draws upon multiple theoretical perspectives, recognising that no single theory can adequately explain the complexity of learning across the diverse settings in which adults live, work, and study.

	This book examines adult learning from an international perspective, bringing together the major theories that have shaped adult education while exploring their relevance within contemporary post-compulsory education and vocational education and training systems. It moves beyond presenting theories as isolated historical concepts by demonstrating how they continue to inform modern educational practice across higher education, vocational education, workplace learning, professional development, online education, community education, and lifelong learning. Throughout the book, classical theories are considered alongside contemporary developments, including digital learning, artificial intelligence, competency-based education, micro-credentials, sustainability, learning analytics, immersive technologies, and the future of work.

	While many texts examine individual learning theories in isolation, this book adopts a broader, integrative approach. Adult learning is explored through psychological, sociological, philosophical, technological, and workplace perspectives, recognising that effective educational practice often draws upon multiple theoretical traditions simultaneously. Behaviourism, cognitivism, constructivism, humanism, experiential learning, transformative learning, critical pedagogy, sociocultural theory, connectivism, and other contemporary perspectives are examined not as competing explanations but as complementary frameworks that illuminate different dimensions of adult learning. The book also demonstrates how these theories underpin instructional design, curriculum development, assessment, learner engagement, educational technology, workplace capability development, and lifelong learning policy.

	A distinguishing feature of this book is its emphasis on practical application. Each theoretical perspective is connected to authentic educational and workplace contexts, illustrating how theory informs the design and delivery of effective learning experiences. Examples are drawn from vocational education, higher education, professional training, apprenticeships, industry certification, online learning, and workplace learning environments, enabling readers to appreciate how educational theory influences everyday practice. This applied focus recognises that theory and practice are mutually reinforcing; educational theory provides a framework for understanding learning, while practical experience continually refines and extends theoretical understanding.

	A further deliberate feature of this book is its emphasis on contemporary scholarship. While many of the foundational theories of adult learning were developed during the twentieth century, they continue to evolve through ongoing research, technological innovation, and changing educational practice. Wherever possible, this book draws upon recent peer-reviewed literature to provide modern interpretations of well-established concepts, demonstrating how classical theories continue to inform contemporary adult education and vocational education and training. Rather than presenting these theories solely in their historical context, the discussion integrates current research with practical examples from higher education, vocational education and training, workplace learning, professional development, online learning, artificial intelligence, digital technologies, competency-based education, and lifelong learning. This approach enables readers to appreciate both the enduring value of foundational theories and the ways in which they continue to be refined, challenged, and applied within today's rapidly evolving educational landscape. By connecting established theoretical principles with contemporary evidence and real-world practice, the book seeks to bridge the gap between educational theory and implementation, ensuring that readers gain not only an understanding of how adult learning theories developed but also how they remain relevant for designing effective learning experiences in the twenty-first century.

	The book also recognises that adult learning takes place within rapidly changing social and technological environments. Digital technologies have transformed access to education, enabling learning to occur across geographical boundaries and throughout every stage of life. Artificial intelligence is reshaping the ways learners access information, receive feedback, develop skills, and solve complex problems. At the same time, employers increasingly seek adaptable, reflective, collaborative, and digitally capable workers who can continue learning throughout their careers. These developments require educators to reconsider not only what adults learn, but also how learning is designed, facilitated, assessed, and recognised.

	Although this text has broad international relevance, it gives particular attention to post-compulsory education and vocational education and training. Vocational systems occupy a critical position in developing occupational competence, supporting economic productivity, promoting workforce mobility, and enabling lifelong learning. Increasingly, the boundaries between vocational education, higher education, workplace learning, and professional certification are becoming more permeable, creating integrated lifelong learning pathways that support individuals across multiple careers and changing occupational demands. Understanding adult learning theories provides an essential foundation for designing these educational systems and ensuring they remain responsive to learners, employers, and society.

	This book is intended for a wide audience, including undergraduate and postgraduate students, vocational education teachers and trainers, university academics, instructional designers, workplace educators, learning and development professionals, researchers, policymakers, and anyone with an interest in how adults learn. It is equally relevant to practitioners seeking to improve their teaching and to scholars wishing to understand the theoretical foundations of contemporary adult education.

	Adult learning is about far more than acquiring knowledge or mastering workplace skills. It is about enabling individuals to think critically, adapt to change, solve complex problems, participate meaningfully in society, and continue developing throughout their lives. As the pace of technological, economic, and social change continues to accelerate, understanding how adults learn has never been more important. It is hoped that this book will provide readers with both a comprehensive understanding of adult learning theory and a practical appreciation of how these theories can be applied to create engaging, inclusive, evidence-informed, and effective learning experiences for adults across the diverse educational contexts of the twenty-first century.

	 

	 


Chapter 1

	Foundations of Adult Learning 
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	Learning does not stop when formal schooling ends. In today's rapidly changing world, adults are continually required to acquire new knowledge, develop new skills, adapt to emerging technologies, and respond to evolving personal, professional, and societal demands. Whether pursuing a new qualification, undertaking workplace training, changing careers, maintaining professional competence, or learning for personal enrichment, adults engage in learning throughout their lives. As a result, understanding how adults learn has become increasingly important for educators, trainers, employers, policymakers, and learners themselves. 

	Adult learning is a unique and complex field that differs in important ways from traditional approaches to teaching children and adolescents. Adults bring a wealth of life experience, established beliefs, professional expertise, and personal responsibilities to learning environments. These characteristics influence their motivations, expectations, learning preferences, and approaches to acquiring new knowledge. Consequently, educational practices designed for adult learners must recognise and respond to these distinctive characteristics if they are to be effective. 

	This chapter provides the foundation for understanding adult learning within the broader context of adult education and vocational education and training (VET). It explores what adult learning is, how it has evolved as a field of study, and why it has become central to lifelong learning and workforce development. The chapter examines the historical development of adult learning theory, introduces the major theorists and concepts that have shaped contemporary practice, and explores the key characteristics that distinguish adult learners from younger learners. It also considers the role of lifelong learning, vocational education, professional development, and continuing education in supporting individuals throughout their personal and professional lives. 

	By establishing the theoretical, historical, and practical foundations of adult learning, this chapter provides a framework for understanding the learning processes, teaching approaches, and educational systems that will be examined throughout the remainder of this book. An appreciation of these foundations is essential for anyone seeking to design, deliver, facilitate, or participate in effective adult learning experiences in an increasingly complex and rapidly changing world.

	 

	Defining Adult Learning

	Adult learning refers to the process through which adults acquire, develop, and transform knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, behaviours, and competencies throughout their lives. It encompasses learning that occurs in formal educational institutions, vocational education and training (VET) systems, workplaces, community settings, and everyday life experiences. Adult learning has become an increasingly important field of study in response to social, economic, and technological changes that require individuals to engage in continuous learning across the lifespan. As a distinct area of educational theory and practice, adult learning recognises that adults bring different experiences, motivations, responsibilities, and expectations to learning than children and adolescents, necessitating approaches that acknowledge these unique characteristics.

	The study of adult learning emerged as a significant field during the twentieth century, drawing upon psychology, sociology, philosophy, and education. Early theorists sought to understand whether adults learn differently from children and how educational practices should be adapted to meet adult learners' needs. This inquiry led to the development of several influential theories that continue to shape adult education and vocational training internationally. Among the most influential contributors are Malcolm Knowles (Knowles, 1980, 1984), whose work on andragogy helped establish adult education as a distinct field of practice; Jack Mezirow, who developed transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 1991); Paulo Freire, whose critical pedagogy emphasised education as a means of empowerment and social change (Paulo Freire, 1970); and David Kolb, whose experiential learning theory highlighted the central role of experience in adult learning (Kolb, 1984b).

	One of the defining characteristics of adult learning is the importance of prior experience. Adults enter learning environments with accumulated knowledge derived from work, family life, social participation, and previous educational experiences. Knowles (1980) argued that these experiences represent a rich resource for learning and should be actively incorporated into educational processes. Unlike traditional pedagogical models that position learners as relatively dependent recipients of knowledge, andragogical approaches recognise that adult learners possess substantial experiential foundations upon which new learning can be constructed. Adult learners frequently interpret new information through existing cognitive frameworks, comparing new concepts with prior knowledge and evaluating their relevance to real-world situations.

	Adult learning is also commonly characterised by goal orientation and purposeful engagement. Many adults participate in education and training to achieve specific personal, professional, or social objectives. These objectives may include gaining employment, advancing careers, obtaining professional credentials, changing occupations, improving workplace performance, or pursuing personal interests. Knowles (1984) suggested that adults are more likely to engage with learning when they perceive a clear relationship between educational activities and their immediate needs or life circumstances. Consequently, adult education programs often emphasise practical application, problem-solving, and authentic learning experiences that demonstrate clear relevance to learners' goals.

	Closely related to goal orientation is the concept of self-direction. Knowles (1975) described self-directed learning as a process in which individuals take initiative in diagnosing their learning needs, formulating learning goals, identifying resources, implementing learning strategies, and evaluating outcomes. While not all adults exhibit the same degree of self-direction, research suggests that many adult learners value autonomy and expect opportunities to influence the content, pace, and methods of their learning. Contemporary adult education therefore frequently incorporates learner-centred approaches that encourage participation, collaboration, and shared responsibility for learning outcomes.

	The importance of reflection represents another key feature of adult learning. Reflection enables learners to examine their assumptions, evaluate experiences, and integrate new knowledge into existing perspectives. This process forms the foundation of transformative learning theory described by Mezirow (1991), which proposes that adult learning can involve profound changes in the way individuals understand themselves and the world around them. According to Mezirow, transformative learning occurs when individuals critically reflect upon previously unquestioned assumptions, leading to the development of new perspectives and more inclusive ways of thinking. Such transformation is particularly relevant in contexts involving career transitions, significant life events, professional development, and social change.

	The role of experience in adult learning is further emphasised in Kolb's  experiential learning theory (Kolb, 1984b). Kolb conceptualised learning as a cyclical process involving concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation, and active experimentation. According to this model, learning is not simply the acquisition of information but the transformation of experience into knowledge through reflection and application. Experiential learning has had a profound influence on vocational education, workplace training, apprenticeships, internships, and professional development programs because it aligns closely with the practical and applied nature of adult learning.

	Adult learning is also shaped by social, cultural, and political contexts. Paulo Freire (1970) challenged traditional models of education that treated learners as passive recipients of information, describing such approaches as the "banking model" of education. Instead, Freire advocated a dialogical approach in which learners and educators collaboratively construct knowledge through critical inquiry and reflection. His concept of conscientisation emphasised the development of critical awareness of social, political, and economic realities, enabling learners to become active participants in transforming their circumstances. Freire's work has been particularly influential in community education, literacy programs, workforce development initiatives, and adult education programs aimed at promoting social justice and empowerment.

	Contemporary understandings of adult learning are closely linked to the concept of lifelong learning. Lifelong learning recognises that education extends beyond childhood and formal schooling and continues throughout an individual's life. International organisations such as the UNESCO and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development have promoted lifelong learning as a means of supporting economic competitiveness, social inclusion, active citizenship, and personal development. In an era characterised by rapid technological change, globalisation, demographic shifts, and evolving labour markets, individuals increasingly need to update their knowledge and skills throughout their careers and lives (UNESCO, 2021a).

	Adult learning occurs within formal, non-formal, and informal contexts. Formal learning typically takes place within structured educational systems and leads to recognised qualifications, such as university degrees, vocational qualifications, apprenticeships, and professional certifications. Non-formal learning occurs outside traditional educational institutions but remains organised and intentional, including workplace training, professional development workshops, and community education programs. Informal learning occurs through everyday experiences and activities, often without explicit educational objectives. Adults learn informally through workplace interactions, problem-solving activities, self-directed study, online engagement, social networks, and participation in communities of practice. Research consistently demonstrates that a substantial proportion of adult learning occurs informally, particularly within workplace environments where learning is embedded in daily activities and professional practice.

	Within vocational education and training, adult learning is primarily concerned with the development of occupational competence and workforce capability. Vocational learners often seek practical knowledge and skills that can be directly applied to workplace contexts. Consequently, vocational education systems around the world frequently incorporate competency-based training, work-integrated learning, apprenticeships, simulations, workplace assessment, and recognition of prior learning. These approaches reflect many of the principles identified by adult learning theorists, including experiential learning, learner autonomy, practical relevance, and the value of prior experience.

	Adult learning theories have therefore played a significant role in shaping contemporary educational practice. Knowles' andragogy highlights the importance of self-direction and experience; Mezirow's transformative learning theory emphasises critical reflection and perspective transformation; Kolb's experiential learning theory demonstrates how experience becomes knowledge through reflection and application; and Freire's critical pedagogy illustrates how learning can promote empowerment and social change. Together, these perspectives provide a comprehensive framework for understanding how adults learn across diverse educational, vocational, and social contexts.

	A contemporary definition of adult learning may therefore be understood as the lifelong process through which adults intentionally or unintentionally acquire, develop, and transform knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, and competencies through formal, non-formal, and informal experiences. This process supports personal growth, professional development, social participation, critical awareness, and adaptation to changing life circumstances. Such a definition reflects the multidimensional nature of adult learning and provides a foundation for examining the theories, practices, and policies that shape adult education and vocational education and training systems worldwide.

	Adult learning is widely recognized as a lifelong process encompassing formal, non-formal, and informal dimensions. The European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training (CEDEFOP) defines lifelong learning as "all learning activity undertaken throughout life, which results in improving knowledge, know-how, skills, competencies and/or qualifications for personal, social, and/or professional reasons" (Grigoroviča et al., 2022, p. 755). Similarly, lifelong education refers to the ongoing pursuit of learning throughout an individual's lifespan, encompassing activities that enhance knowledge, skills, competencies, and understanding to support personal growth, employability, social inclusion, and active participation in civic life (Butcher & Bruce, 2015). 

	UNESCO conceptualises adult education as a comprehensive and lifelong process through which adults engage in formal, non-formal, and informal learning to expand their knowledge, develop their capabilities, enhance professional and technical competencies, and contribute more effectively to personal development, social inclusion, and active participation in society (Egetenmeyer & Fedeli, 2017a). These learning processes occur across formal, non-formal, and informal settings (Dobrich, 2022; Sofo, 2011), supporting both economic goals and humanistic aims including critical awareness and social transformation (Roumell et al., 2018). The multidimensional nature of adult learning, spanning personal growth, professional development, and active citizenship, is reflected in policy frameworks worldwide that shape adult education and vocational training systems (Krishna, 2019).

	 

	Structured Adult Educational Systems

	University degrees, vocational qualifications, apprenticeships, and professional certifications all involve learning and credentialing, but they differ significantly in their purpose, structure, learning approach, assessment methods, and relationship to employment. University degrees emphasize general education and deep theoretical knowledge, whereas vocational qualifications and apprenticeships focus on occupation-specific practical skills (Bol & Weeden, 2014; Krishna, 2019). Certifications validate competency in specific professional domains through standardized assessments, functioning as non-statutory credentials distinct from licensure (Albert, 2017; Phillips, 2011). Apprenticeships combine workplace-based learning with formal instruction, culminating in employer-recognized qualifications (Bol & Weeden, 2014; Ding, 2023), while degrees follow primarily classroom-based curricula (Decker, 2019). Assessment methods range from academic examinations in universities to competency-based practical evaluations in vocational and certification contexts (Krishna, 2019; Loquinte, 2016). Regarding employment, certifications and vocational credentials demonstrate occupational specificity that signals direct job readiness (Albert, 2017; Baird et al., 2022), whereas degrees signal broader analytical capabilities. These pathways can be complementary rather than competing; frameworks integrating all credential types, from diplomas to degrees, apprenticeships, and certifications, support diverse routes to professional success (Decker, 2019; Krishna, 2019).

	University degrees, vocational qualifications, apprenticeships, and professional certifications are all important forms of education and credentialing, yet they differ significantly in their purpose, structure, learning approaches, assessment methods, and relationship to employment. While each pathway supports the development of knowledge and skills, they are designed to meet different educational, occupational, and professional objectives.

	 

	Table 1: Structured Educational Systems Comparison,

	
		
				Feature

				University Degrees

				Vocational Qualifications

				Apprenticeships

				Professional Certifications

		

		
				Primary Purpose

				Develop broad theoretical and disciplinary knowledge

				Develop occupational competence

				Develop occupational competence through work and training

				Verify competence or specialised knowledge in a profession

		

		
				Learning Focus

				Academic and theoretical

				Practical and occupational

				Workplace-based practical learning

				Professional standards and specialised skills

		

		
				Delivery

				Universities and higher education institutions

				Vocational colleges, training providers, technical institutes

				Combination of workplace and formal training

				Professional bodies, industry associations, certification organisations

		

		
				Duration

				Typically 3–8 years

				Several months to 2–4 years

				Usually 1–4 years

				Days to months of preparation

		

		
				Assessment

				Exams, essays, projects, research

				Demonstration of workplace skills and knowledge

				Workplace performance and competency assessment

				Examination and/or portfolio assessment

		

		
				Outcome

				Degree (Bachelor, Master, Doctorate)

				Certificate, Diploma, Advanced Diploma, National Qualification

				Qualification plus occupational experience

				Industry-recognised certification or designation

		

		
				Employment Relationship

				Not usually required

				May or may not include workplace experience

				Requires employment relationship with an employer

				Usually undertaken by existing practitioners

		

		
				Orientation

				Education-focused

				Training-focused

				Employment-focused

				Credential-focused

		

	

	 

	University degrees are primarily intended to develop broad theoretical knowledge, critical thinking, analytical abilities, and disciplinary expertise (Durrans et al., 2020; Klassen et al., 2020). Offered by universities and other higher education institutions, degree programs include qualifications such as bachelor's, master's, and doctoral degrees (Liễu et al., 2018; Shay et al., 2016). These programs typically require several years of study and emphasise conceptual understanding, research, analysis, and the application of knowledge to complex problems (Guerra, 2017; Klassen et al., 2020). For example, a Bachelor of Engineering program may include studies in mathematics, physics, engineering science, design principles, research methods, and professional practice (Durrans et al., 2020; Long, 2020). Students learn not only how engineering systems function but also the scientific and theoretical principles that underpin them (Durrans et al., 2020; Klassen et al., 2020). University education is generally grounded in academic disciplines and is designed to prepare graduates for a wide range of career opportunities, further study, research, leadership roles, and professional practice (Guerra, 2017; Klassen et al., 2020; Shay et al., 2016).

	In contrast, vocational qualifications focus on developing the practical knowledge, skills, and competencies required to perform specific occupations . These qualifications are typically delivered through vocational education and training (VET) systems, technical institutes, colleges, and industry training providers. Vocational programs are commonly aligned with industry competency standards and are designed to ensure that learners can perform workplace tasks to an acceptable professional standard (Koca & Ortakaya, 2023; Moodie, 2008; Sule et al., 2024; Wheelahan, 2015). Examples include qualifications in construction, automotive technology, plumbing, aged care, hospitality, logistics, and information technology. Vocational education places a strong emphasis on practical application, workplace relevance, and occupational competence, reflecting its primary purpose of preparing learners for employment and workforce participation (Billett, 2011). Assessment is often competency-based and may involve practical demonstrations, workplace projects, simulations, portfolios, and direct observation of performance. Competency-based approaches seek to determine whether learners can consistently perform workplace activities to prescribed industry standards rather than primarily assessing theoretical knowledge alone (Hodge, 2007; Mulcahy, 2000). Although vocational education incorporates underpinning theoretical knowledge, its principal focus is on ensuring that learners can competently perform the tasks, responsibilities, and problem-solving activities associated with a particular occupation (Billett, 2001).

	Apprenticeships represent a distinct form of vocational learning that combines paid employment with structured education and training. They are among the oldest forms of occupational preparation and have historically served as a primary mechanism for transmitting trade and occupational skills across generations (Fuller & Unwin, 2011). Apprenticeships remain widely used in trades, technical occupations, and increasingly in professional and higher-skilled industries. An apprentice is employed by an organisation while simultaneously undertaking formal training that leads to a recognised qualification. Learning occurs primarily through participation in authentic workplace activities under the supervision of experienced practitioners, supported by classroom instruction, workshops, online learning, and other structured educational experiences. This integration of work and learning reflects the principles of situated learning and communities of practice, which emphasise that occupational competence develops through participation in real workplace environments (Lave & Wenger, 1991).

	For example, an electrical apprentice develops practical skills by working alongside qualified electricians while simultaneously studying electrical theory, regulations, safety requirements, and installation practices through a registered training provider or educational institution. Unlike vocational qualifications undertaken independently of employment, apprenticeships require a genuine workplace, an employer, ongoing supervision, and progressive skill development over an extended period. (Fuller & Unwin, 2003, 2011) argue that effective apprenticeships provide expansive learning environments that enable learners to develop not only technical competence but also occupational identity, professional judgement, and broader workplace capabilities. Apprentices benefit from earning wages while learning and typically complete their apprenticeship with both a recognised qualification and substantial industry experience. Consequently, apprenticeships are widely regarded as one of the most effective mechanisms for developing occupational competence because they integrate theoretical learning, practical skill development, and workplace socialisation within a single educational pathway (Billett, 2001; Fuller & Unwin, 2011).

	Professional certifications serve to validate competence and specialized knowledge within specific professional domains, distinguishing them from broader academic qualifications (Muzhanova et al., 2022; Tapis et al., 2020). These credentials are awarded by professional associations and industry bodies such as ISACA, which offers the Certified Information Systems Auditor (CISA) designation (Merhout & Cothran, 2006; Tapis et al., 2020), CompTIA, which provides vendor-neutral security certifications (Alaryani et al., 2024; Muzhanova et al., 2022), and the Project Management Institute (PMI), which administers the Project Management Professional (PMP) credential (Nance & Hay, 2007; Remer & Martin, 2009). Accounting designations such as CPA and CA further exemplify professional certifications (Borisova & Bekhteneva, 2015; Mucenski-Keck et al., 2012), while Cisco offers vendor-specific networking certifications (Alaryani et al., 2024).

	Professional certifications typically validate existing knowledge rather than providing comprehensive education. Candidates generally possess relevant qualifications and work experience prior to seeking certification (Boyd et al., 2009; Merhout & Cothran, 2006). The certification process commonly involves examinations, verification of professional experience, adherence to codes of ethics, and continuing professional development requirements (Nance & Hay, 2007; Remer & Martin, 2009). For instance, CISA certification requires passing an examination, five years of professional experience, and ongoing continuing education (Merhout & Cothran, 2006; Remer & Martin, 2009). Similarly, PMP certification demands demonstrated education and experience, examination, adherence to professional conduct standards, and continuing education (Nance & Hay, 2007; Remer & Martin, 2009).

	These four educational pathways reflect different educational philosophies and approaches to learning. University education is primarily concerned with developing broad knowledge, intellectual capability, critical thinking, disciplinary expertise, and the capacity to engage with complex theoretical and practical problems (Barnett, 1990; Marginson, 2016). Vocational education focuses on developing occupational competence and work readiness through practical, applied, and industry-relevant learning experiences that prepare individuals for participation in specific occupations and sectors of the labour market (Billett, 2011; Wheelahan, 2015). Apprenticeships emphasise learning through participation in authentic work activities under the guidance of experienced practitioners, integrating employment and education into a single developmental process. This approach reflects theories of situated learning and communities of practice, which view occupational competence as emerging through engagement in real workplace environments and social participation within occupational communities (Fuller & Unwin, 2011; Lave & Wenger, 1991). Professional certifications, meanwhile, are principally concerned with validating competence against recognised professional, regulatory, or industry standards and often serve as mechanisms for assuring quality, maintaining professional credibility, and supporting continuing professional development (Eraut, 1994; Young & Allais, 2013).

	Despite their differences, the boundaries between these pathways are becoming increasingly blurred. Educational systems in many countries have developed articulation arrangements and qualifications frameworks that enable learners to move between vocational and higher education sectors, allowing vocational graduates to progress into university degree programs and university graduates to undertake vocational or professional training (Moodie, 2008; OECD, 2021i). This trend reflects broader efforts to create more flexible and integrated education systems capable of supporting lifelong learning and workforce mobility. Apprenticeships have also evolved significantly, with higher apprenticeships, degree apprenticeships, and professional apprenticeships emerging in many jurisdictions as mechanisms for combining advanced academic study with workplace learning (Fuller & Unwin, 2011; OECD, 2018a). Similarly, many professions now encourage or require practitioners to combine academic qualifications with industry certifications, professional registration, and ongoing professional development in order to maintain competence in rapidly changing occupational environments (Eraut, 1994).

	As economies become increasingly knowledge-based, technology-driven, and globally interconnected, lifelong learning has become essential for workforce participation, career progression, and social inclusion (Field, 2006; UNESCO, 2021a). Rapid technological change, evolving occupational requirements, and the increasing complexity of work mean that initial education alone is rarely sufficient to sustain an individual's career over a lifetime. Consequently, individuals are increasingly likely to engage in a combination of university education, vocational qualifications, apprenticeships, workplace learning, and professional certification throughout their lives. International organisations such as the UNESCO and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development have argued that lifelong learning systems should facilitate movement between different forms of education and training while supporting continuous skills development and personal growth (OECD, 2021i; UNESCO, 2021a). Rather than representing competing forms of education, these pathways are increasingly viewed as complementary components of an integrated lifelong learning ecosystem that supports personal development, occupational competence, professional recognition, employability, and career advancement in a rapidly changing world.

	 

	Adult Education and Vocational Education and Training in a Global Context

	Adult education and vocational education and training (VET) play a critical role in economic development, workforce preparation, social inclusion, and lifelong learning throughout the world. Although educational systems differ considerably between countries, adult education and VET share the common purpose of supporting individuals to acquire the knowledge, skills, competencies, and qualifications needed to participate effectively in society and the labour market (UNESCO, 2016). In an era characterised by rapid technological change, globalisation, demographic shifts, and evolving employment patterns, adult learning has become increasingly important for both individuals and nations. International organisations, governments, and employers increasingly recognise that continuous learning is essential for economic competitiveness, social cohesion, and individual wellbeing (OECD, 2021i).

	Historically, adult education emerged as a means of promoting literacy, citizenship, and personal development among populations that had limited access to formal schooling (Gonzales, 2020; Mikulec & Kovšca, 2023). During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, many countries established adult education programs to improve literacy rates, expand educational opportunities, and support social and economic development (Gonzales, 2020; Mikulec & Kovšca, 2023; Reid et al., 2021). Influenced by democratic, humanistic, and social reform movements, adult education gradually expanded beyond basic literacy and civic education to encompass professional development, workplace learning, community education, higher education access, and lifelong learning initiatives (Gonzales, 2020; Mikulec & Kovšca, 2023; Reid et al., 2021). At the same time, vocational education developed as a mechanism for preparing workers with the practical skills and occupational competencies required by industry and commerce, particularly during periods of industrialisation and economic transformation (Amponsah, 2020).

	Today, adult education encompasses a broad range of learning activities, including literacy and numeracy programs, community education, continuing professional development, workplace learning, university study, online learning, and personal enrichment courses (Kuczera, 2018; Markowitsch & Bjørnåvold, 2022). Vocational education and training focuses more specifically on developing occupational competence and workforce capabilities through structured learning programs aligned with industry needs (Eichhörst et al., 2015). While adult education has traditionally emphasised personal, social, and civic development, VET has been primarily concerned with employability, occupational skills, and economic participation (Alvunger, 2024; Oecd, 2022b). However, contemporary education systems increasingly recognise that these objectives are interconnected, and many policies now seek to integrate personal development, employability, citizenship, and lifelong learning outcomes within a unified framework (Markowitsch & Bjørnåvold, 2022; Κατσικοπούλου, 2016).

	Today, adult education encompasses a broad range of learning activities, including literacy and numeracy programs, community education, continuing professional development, workplace learning, university study, online learning, and personal enrichment courses. Vocational education and training focuses more specifically on developing occupational competence and workforce capabilities through structured learning programs aligned with industry needs (Moodie, 2008). While adult education has traditionally emphasised personal, social, and civic development, VET has been primarily concerned with employability, occupational skills, and economic participation. However, contemporary education systems increasingly recognise that these objectives are interconnected, and many policies now seek to integrate personal development, employability, citizenship, and lifelong learning outcomes within a unified framework (Field, 2006; UNESCO, 2021a).

	International organisations have played a significant role in shaping global perspectives on adult education and VET. UNESCO has long advocated lifelong learning as a fundamental human right and a cornerstone of sustainable development. Through initiatives such as the CONFINTEA conferences and its lifelong learning agenda, UNESCO has promoted adult learning as a means of advancing social justice, active citizenship, inclusion, cultural development, and personal empowerment (UNESCO, 2016, 2021a). Similarly, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has emphasised the importance of skills development, workforce adaptability, and lifelong learning in supporting economic growth, innovation, and labour market resilience (OECD, 2021i). The OECD's work has highlighted the need for education and training systems that can respond effectively to technological disruption, demographic change, and evolving workforce requirements.

	Across the world, VET systems vary significantly in structure, governance, funding, and delivery. Countries such as Germany, Switzerland, and Austria are widely recognised for their dual-system apprenticeship models, which combine workplace training with formal education (Fazio et al., 2016; Lassnigg, 2024; Martínez‐Izquierdo & Sánchez, 2022). In these systems, learners divide their time between employment and structured study, allowing them to develop both theoretical knowledge and practical workplace skills (Fazio et al., 2016; Kuczera & Field, 2018). These apprenticeship systems are frequently cited as examples of effective collaboration between governments, employers, industry associations, trade unions, and educational institutions (Bergseng, 2019; Emmenegger & Seitzl, 2020; Martínez‐Izquierdo & Sánchez, 2022), contributing to strong employment outcomes and relatively smooth transitions from education to work (Fazio et al., 2016).

	In contrast, countries such as Australia, New Zealand, and the United Kingdom have developed competency-based VET systems that focus on demonstrating workplace competence against nationally recognised standards (Deißinger, 2012; Fazio et al., 2016). These systems typically utilise qualifications frameworks that facilitate progression between qualification levels and support pathways between vocational and higher education sectors (Deißinger, 2012). Competency-based approaches seek to ensure that qualifications accurately reflect workplace requirements while providing flexibility for learners and employers. Such systems have become influential internationally and have been adopted, adapted, or referenced in numerous countries seeking to strengthen workforce development and skills recognition (Deißinger, 2012; Fazio et al., 2016).

	In many developing countries, adult education and VET are closely linked to national development priorities. Programs frequently focus on literacy, basic education, agricultural development, entrepreneurship, technical trades, and workforce capability building. Adult learning initiatives may also address broader social objectives such as poverty reduction, gender equality, public health, environmental sustainability, and community development (UNESCO, 2016). In these contexts, adult education is often viewed not only as a means of improving employability but also as a mechanism for empowering individuals and communities, reducing social inequalities, and supporting sustainable economic development.

	Globalisation has significantly influenced both adult education and VET. Increasing international mobility of workers, multinational industries, and global supply chains have created growing demand for internationally recognised qualifications and transferable skills. Consequently, many countries have developed national qualifications frameworks and competency standards that support the recognition and portability of skills across jurisdictions (Pan et al., 2021; Šarčević, 2024). The quality of developed skills is assured by mechanisms including qualifications frameworks, occupational standards, and certification (Schmoelz, 2023). NQFs are expected to promote inter-sectoral mobility, connect education and training to the labour market, and improve the status of the VET sector (Perla et al., 2023). International comparisons of qualifications and efforts to improve credential recognition have become increasingly important in facilitating workforce mobility, supporting migration, and enhancing economic competitiveness in a global labour market (Pan et al., 2021; Secretariat, 2022). The European Qualifications Framework, for instance, groups qualifications into eight reference levels to ease portability and transfer across systems and learning contexts (Krishna, 2019). RVA has also been shown to play a role in helping youth and adults create employment opportunities abroad through skills recognition across national borders (Secretariat, 2022).

	Technological change has further transformed adult education and VET. The expansion of digital learning technologies, online courses, virtual classrooms, simulations, micro-credentials, and artificial intelligence has created new opportunities for flexible and accessible learning (OECD, 2021b). Adults are now able to participate in education regardless of geographical location, often balancing study with work and family commitments. The growth of online and blended learning has been particularly significant in increasing access for rural populations, working adults, and learners who may have previously faced barriers to participation in traditional educational settings (Merriam & Bierema, 2014).

	The emergence of the knowledge economy has also reshaped the role of adult education and VET. Traditional assumptions that individuals complete their education early in life and rely upon that knowledge throughout their careers are increasingly outdated. Rapid technological advancement, organisational change, and evolving occupational requirements mean that workers must continually update their knowledge and skills to remain employable and productive (Field, 2006). The rise of the knowledge economy has created new and higher skill demands on the labour market, posing particular challenges for collective skill formation systems traditionally catering to manual, mid-level skills (Abrassart & Wolter, 2019). Consequently, lifelong learning has become a central policy objective in many countries, with governments, employers, and educational institutions promoting ongoing education, reskilling, and upskilling throughout working life (OECD, 2021b).

	Despite their importance, adult education and VET systems face numerous challenges. These include funding constraints, unequal access to learning opportunities, digital exclusion, changing labour market demands, demographic ageing, and the need to balance employer requirements with broader educational and social objectives (UNESCO, 2021a). Many countries report that attracting students to VET is difficult, as VET is considered less prestigious than higher education by both students and their parents (Reisel et al., 2015; Remington, 2017). Many countries also continue to struggle with status hierarchies that position academic education above vocational pathways (Mugler, 2025; Smak, 2022; Usman, 2026), despite evidence that vocational qualifications often provide strong employment outcomes and contribute significantly to economic productivity (Wheelahan, 2015). Indeed, the desirability of occupations requiring vocational education depends significantly on the level of education required rather than the skill content of occupations themselves (Benke & Rachwał, 2022).

	Increasingly, policymakers and educators recognise that adult education and VET should not be viewed as separate or competing sectors. Rather, they are increasingly understood as interconnected components of lifelong learning systems that support personal development, social participation, workforce capability, and economic prosperity (Gordon, 2015; Markowitsch & Bjørnåvold, 2022; Salajan & Roumell, 2021). Contemporary education policies frequently emphasise flexible learning pathways, recognition of prior learning, credit transfer arrangements, and opportunities for learners to move between vocational and higher education throughout their lives (Gordon, 2015; Markowitsch & Bjørnåvold, 2022; McGrath et al., 2023). Such approaches reflect the growing recognition that learning is a continuous process that extends across the lifespan and occurs in a variety of formal, non-formal, and informal settings (Gordon, 2015; Markowitsch & Bjørnåvold, 2022; Salajan & Roumell, 2021).

	In a global context, adult education and vocational education and training have become essential mechanisms for helping individuals, communities, and nations respond to economic, technological, and social change (Gordon, 2015; Markowitsch & Bjørnåvold, 2022; McGrath et al., 2023). They contribute not only to workforce development and economic competitiveness but also to personal fulfilment, social inclusion, democratic participation, and sustainable development (McGrath et al., 2023; Salajan & Roumell, 2021). As societies continue to evolve, the importance of accessible, flexible, and high-quality adult learning opportunities is likely to increase, reinforcing the central role of adult education and vocational education and training within lifelong learning systems worldwide (Gordon, 2015; Markowitsch & Bjørnåvold, 2022; McGrath et al., 2023; Salajan & Roumell, 2021).

	 

	Historical Development of Adult Learning Theory

	The development of adult learning theory reflects evolving understandings of education, human development, work, citizenship, and lifelong learning. Although adults have always engaged in learning throughout their lives, the systematic study of how adults learn emerged relatively recently. Adult learning theory has developed through contributions from philosophy, psychology, sociology, and education, with each theoretical tradition reflecting the social, economic, and intellectual contexts of its time. Contemporary adult learning theory is therefore the product of more than a century of scholarship and practice, encompassing diverse perspectives on how adults acquire knowledge, develop skills, construct meaning, and transform their understanding of themselves and the world (Jarvis, 2004; Merriam & Bierema, 2014).

	The roots of adult learning can be traced to ancient civilisations, where education often focused on civic participation, moral development, religious instruction, and vocational preparation. In ancient Greece, Socrates emphasised dialogue, questioning, and critical reflection as means of developing understanding and wisdom. The Socratic method, based on guided inquiry rather than direct instruction, remains influential in adult education because it encourages learners to examine assumptions, challenge beliefs, and construct knowledge through dialogue (Knowles et al., 2015).

	Throughout the Middle Ages, adult learning occurred primarily through apprenticeships, religious institutions, and guild systems. Learning was largely practical and workplace-oriented, with knowledge transmitted through observation, imitation, participation, and mentorship. These early apprenticeship models established many of the principles that continue to underpin vocational education and workplace learning, including experiential learning, situated learning, and the development of occupational competence through practice (Billett, 2001; Lave & Wenger, 1991).

	During the Enlightenment of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, education became increasingly associated with reason, individual development, and social progress. Philosophers such as John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau emphasised the role of experience, observation, and human development in learning. Although their work focused primarily on childhood education, their ideas influenced later educational theorists who viewed learning as an active process shaped by experience and interaction with the environment (Merriam & Bierema, 2014).

	The nineteenth century witnessed significant expansion in adult education as a result of industrialisation, urbanisation, and democratic reform movements. Growing literacy demands and economic change led to the establishment of workers' education programs, mechanics' institutes, extension courses, public libraries, and community education initiatives across Europe, North America, and other regions. Adult education during this period was closely associated with social reform, citizenship, and self-improvement. Educational opportunities were increasingly viewed as essential for economic advancement and participation in democratic societies, although adult education remained largely practice-oriented and lacked a coherent theoretical foundation (Field, 2006; Jarvis, 2004).

	The early twentieth century marked the emergence of adult education as a distinct field of study. Researchers and educators began to question whether adults learned differently from children and whether pedagogical methods developed for schools were appropriate for adult learners. These questions laid the groundwork for the development of formal adult learning theories and the establishment of adult education as a recognised area of academic inquiry (Merriam & Bierema, 2014).

	One of the most influential contributors to the early development of adult learning theory was John Dewey. Dewey's philosophy of progressive education emphasised the central role of experience in learning and argued that education should be grounded in real-world problems and active inquiry. He rejected traditional approaches that positioned learners as passive recipients of information and instead proposed that knowledge is constructed through interaction with the environment, reflection, and problem-solving. Dewey's work provided a foundation for experiential learning theory and continues to influence adult education, vocational training, workplace learning, and professional development (Dewey, 1938; Kolb, 1984b).

	The mid-twentieth century saw significant advances in psychology that shaped adult learning theory. Humanistic psychologists such as Abraham Maslow and Carl Rogers emphasised personal growth, self-actualisation, autonomy, and learner-centred education. Maslow's hierarchy of needs suggested that individuals are motivated by a progression of needs culminating in self-actualisation, while Rogers argued that meaningful learning occurs when learners are actively involved, perceive learning as relevant, and participate in supportive environments characterised by trust and respect (Maslow, 1954; Rogers, 1969). Humanistic psychology profoundly influenced adult education by promoting learner-centred practices, self-directed learning, and recognition of the importance of individual experience and motivation.

	The most influential figure in modern adult learning theory is generally considered to be Malcolm Knowles, who popularised the concept of andragogy during the 1960s and 1970s. Knowles defined andragogy as the art and science of helping adults learn and proposed that adult learners differ from children in several important respects. According to Knowles, adults need to understand why they are learning something, bring extensive experience to learning situations, prefer learning that is immediately relevant to their lives, are motivated by practical problem-solving, and desire increasing levels of self-direction and autonomy (Knowles, 1980; Knowles et al., 2015). Although andragogy has been criticised for overstating differences between adult and child learners, it remains one of the most influential frameworks in adult education and vocational training internationally.

	During the same period, adult learning theory was increasingly influenced by critical social theory. Paulo Freire challenged traditional educational models that treated learners as passive recipients of knowledge, which he described as the "banking model" of education. Instead, Freire advocated a dialogical approach in which learners and educators collaboratively construct knowledge through critical reflection and discussion. Central to his work was the concept of conscientisation, or the development of critical consciousness, through which learners become aware of social, political, and economic inequalities and are empowered to challenge oppressive structures (Paulo Freire, 1970). Freire's critical pedagogy has had a profound influence on literacy education, community development, social justice initiatives, and adult education worldwide.

	The 1970s and 1980s also saw increasing interest in self-directed learning. Research by scholars such as Allen Tough demonstrated that adults frequently engage in independent learning projects outside formal educational settings. Adults were found to take responsibility for identifying learning needs, locating resources, implementing learning strategies, and evaluating outcomes across a wide range of personal and professional contexts (Tough, 1979). This research expanded understanding of informal learning and reinforced the view that much adult learning occurs beyond traditional educational institutions.

	A major theoretical development occurred with the publication of David Kolb's Experiential Learning Theory in 1984. Building on the work of Dewey, Kurt Lewin, and Jean Piaget, Kolb conceptualised learning as a cyclical process involving concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation, and active experimentation. Learning, according to Kolb, occurs through the transformation of experience into knowledge through reflection and application (Kolb, 1984b). Experiential Learning Theory became highly influential in adult education, workplace learning, leadership development, and vocational training because it provided a practical framework for understanding how experience contributes to learning and professional competence.

	Another major contribution emerged through Jack Mezirow's Transformative Learning Theory. Mezirow argued that adult learning can involve profound changes in the way individuals understand themselves and their world. Through critical reflection, adults may challenge previously held assumptions, beliefs, and values, resulting in what Mezirow termed perspective transformation (Mezirow, 1991). Transformative learning shifted attention from the acquisition of knowledge to changes in meaning, identity, and worldview and remains one of the most influential contemporary theories in adult education.

	During the 1990s, sociocultural perspectives became increasingly influential in adult learning research. Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger proposed that learning is fundamentally social and occurs through participation in communities of practice. Their theory of situated learning argued that knowledge cannot be separated from the social and cultural contexts in which it is developed and used. Learning occurs through participation in authentic activities and interaction with others rather than solely through formal instruction (Lave & Wenger, 1991). These ideas have significantly influenced understandings of workplace learning, apprenticeships, professional development, and vocational education.

	In the twenty-first century, adult learning theory has expanded to address the challenges and opportunities created by globalisation, digital technologies, demographic change, and rapidly evolving labour markets. New perspectives such as connectivism, networked learning, digital learning theory, and workplace learning research have emerged in response to technological and social transformation (Jarvis, 2004; Siemens, 2005b). Contemporary theories increasingly recognise that adult learning occurs across formal, non-formal, and informal settings and is shaped by social, cultural, technological, and economic influences. There is growing emphasis on lifelong learning, employability, digital literacy, sustainability, and continuous professional development as essential components of modern adult education systems.
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	Figure 1: Summary historical development of Adult Learning Theory.

	 

	The historical development of adult learning theory therefore demonstrates a progression from early philosophical ideas concerning experience, inquiry, and dialogue to sophisticated contemporary theories that recognise the complexity of adult learning across diverse contexts. Contributions from scholars such as Dewey, Knowles, Freire, Kolb, Mezirow, Lave, and Wenger have profoundly shaped contemporary understandings of how adults learn. Together, these theories provide the intellectual foundation for modern adult education, vocational education and training, workplace learning, and lifelong learning policy and practice throughout the world.

	 

	Characteristics of Adult Learners

	Adult learners differ from children and adolescents in several important ways that influence how they approach, engage in, and benefit from learning. Although adults are a highly diverse group with varying backgrounds, experiences, motivations, and learning needs, adult learning theory identifies several common characteristics that distinguish adult learners from younger learners. Understanding these characteristics is essential for designing effective educational programs, vocational training, workplace learning initiatives, and professional development activities (Knowles et al., 2015; Merriam & Bierema, 2014).

	One of the most widely recognised characteristics of adult learners is their increasing desire for self-direction and autonomy. As individuals mature, they develop a stronger sense of independence and personal responsibility. Adult learners generally prefer to participate actively in decisions about what they learn, how they learn, and how their learning is assessed. Rather than relying entirely on teacher-directed instruction, adults often seek opportunities to take ownership of their learning process, establish learning goals, and select learning strategies that align with their needs and circumstances (Knowles, 1980). This characteristic forms a central principle of andragogy and is reflected in contemporary approaches that emphasise learner-centred education.

	A second defining characteristic of adult learners is the extensive range of life experiences they bring to learning environments. Unlike children, adults possess accumulated experiences from employment, family life, community involvement, cultural participation, and previous education. These experiences serve as valuable resources that influence how new information is interpreted and understood. Adults often relate new learning to prior knowledge and use personal experiences to evaluate ideas, solve problems, and construct meaning. Consequently, effective adult education frequently incorporates discussion, reflection, case studies, simulations, and workplace examples that enable learners to draw upon and share their experiences (Kolb, 1984b; Merriam & Bierema, 2014).

	Adult learners are also characterised by a strong emphasis on relevance and practical application. Adults generally want to understand why they are learning something and how it will benefit them in their personal, professional, or social lives. Learning that appears disconnected from real-world needs is often perceived as less valuable. As a result, adults tend to be motivated by educational activities that address immediate problems, support career advancement, improve workplace performance, or contribute to personal goals. This preference for practical and applicable learning explains why workplace-based learning, vocational education, and problem-centred instructional approaches are often particularly effective with adult learners (Knowles et al., 2015).

	A related characteristic is that adults are typically problem-centred rather than subject-centred in their orientation to learning. While younger learners may study subjects primarily because they form part of a curriculum, adults often approach learning with specific goals or challenges in mind. They seek knowledge and skills that help them solve workplace issues, manage life transitions, meet professional requirements, or address personal interests. Consequently, adult learning programs are often most effective when organised around authentic tasks, real-world scenarios, and practical outcomes rather than abstract disciplinary content alone (Knowles, 1980).

	Another important characteristic is readiness to learn, which is often linked to developmental tasks and changing life circumstances. Adults frequently become motivated to learn when faced with new roles, responsibilities, or challenges. Changes such as entering employment, changing careers, becoming a parent, assuming leadership responsibilities, or adapting to technological innovations can create a need for new knowledge and skills. Adult learning is therefore often closely connected to immediate social, occupational, or personal demands rather than predetermined educational sequences (Merriam & Bierema, 2014).

	Adult learners are generally motivated by a combination of intrinsic and extrinsic factors. Extrinsic motivations may include obtaining qualifications, improving employment prospects, increasing income, meeting regulatory requirements, or gaining promotion opportunities. Intrinsic motivations often include personal satisfaction, self-improvement, intellectual curiosity, increased confidence, and the desire for personal growth. Humanistic theorists such as (Maslow, 1954) and (Rogers, 1969) emphasised the importance of intrinsic motivation, arguing that adults possess an inherent desire for growth, competence, and self-actualisation. Research consistently suggests that intrinsic motivation can be particularly powerful in sustaining engagement and persistence in adult learning activities.

	Many adult learners demonstrate a strong capacity for self-directed learning. (Tough, 1979) found that adults frequently initiate, organise, and evaluate their own learning projects outside formal educational settings. Self-directed learners identify learning needs, locate resources, select learning strategies, and assess their progress independently. Advances in digital technologies have further expanded opportunities for self-directed learning by providing access to online courses, digital libraries, professional networks, webinars, podcasts, and other educational resources. However, the degree of self-direction varies among individuals and may depend on factors such as prior educational experience, confidence, and learning context.

	Adult learners are also influenced by the multiple roles and responsibilities they manage in their daily lives. Unlike many younger learners, adults often balance education with employment, family obligations, financial commitments, and community responsibilities. These competing demands can affect the time, energy, and resources available for learning. Consequently, flexibility in course delivery, scheduling, assessment methods, and learning support services is often critical to successful participation and completion (Jarvis, 2004).

	Another significant characteristic is the diversity that exists among adult learners. Adults vary considerably in age, culture, language, educational background, employment experience, socioeconomic status, learning preferences, and personal goals. This diversity enriches learning environments by introducing multiple perspectives and experiences, but it also requires educators to adopt inclusive and adaptable teaching approaches. Contemporary adult education increasingly recognises the importance of culturally responsive pedagogy, accessibility, and equitable participation in supporting diverse learner populations (Merriam & Bierema, 2014).

	Adult learners are often capable of engaging in critical reflection, a process through which individuals examine assumptions, beliefs, values, and experiences. (Mezirow, 1991) argued that critical reflection is central to transformative learning, enabling adults to reassess existing perspectives and develop new ways of understanding themselves and the world. Through reflection, adults can challenge established beliefs, evaluate evidence, and make informed decisions about future actions. This capacity for reflective thinking is particularly important in professional practice, leadership development, and lifelong learning.

	Social interaction also plays an important role in adult learning. Although adult learners are often characterised as independent, learning frequently occurs through collaboration, discussion, mentoring, and participation in communities of practice. (Lave & Wenger, 1991) argued that learning is fundamentally social and occurs through participation in authentic activities within specific social and cultural contexts. Workplace learning, professional networks, peer support groups, and collaborative learning environments all demonstrate the importance of social engagement in adult learning processes.

	Contemporary adult learners increasingly require digital literacy and adaptability. Rapid technological change means that adults must continually update their knowledge and skills throughout their lives. The rise of online learning, artificial intelligence, digital collaboration tools, and virtual workplaces has increased the importance of technological competence. Consequently, adaptability, continuous learning, and lifelong skill development have become defining characteristics of successful adult learners in the twenty-first century (OECD, 2021i).

	Overall, adult learners are characterised by self-direction, accumulated experience, practical orientation, readiness to learn, diverse motivations, self-directed learning capabilities, multiple life responsibilities, diversity, reflective capacity, social engagement, and adaptability. These characteristics distinguish adult learners from younger learners and provide the foundation for adult learning theories such as andragogy, experiential learning, transformative learning, self-directed learning, and situated learning. Understanding these characteristics enables educators, trainers, and organisations to design learning experiences that are relevant, engaging, and effective for adult learners across educational, vocational, workplace, and community contexts.
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	Figure 2: Summary of characteristics of adult learners.

	 

	Adult learning theories seek to explain why adults learn differently from children and adolescents, while teaching practices translate these theoretical insights into approaches for designing, delivering, and evaluating educational experiences. The characteristics commonly associated with adult learners have significantly influenced the development of adult learning theories and have shaped contemporary approaches to adult education, vocational education and training, workplace learning, and professional development. Collectively, these theories advocate educational practices that recognise adults as experienced, motivated, autonomous, and goal-oriented learners whose learning needs differ from those of younger students.

	One of the most significant contributions of adult learning theory has been the movement away from traditional teacher-centred approaches toward learner-centred education. Knowles' theory of andragogy emphasises that adults generally desire greater autonomy and self-direction in their learning than children (Conway, 2022; Loeng, 2023; Purwati et al., 2022). As individuals mature, they increasingly seek opportunities to participate in decisions about what they learn, how they learn, and how their learning is assessed (Blaschke & Hase, 2019; Loeng, 2023). Knowles described self-directed learning as a process in which individuals take initiative in diagnosing needs, formulating goals, and evaluating outcomes (Loeng, 2020; Samaroo et al., 2013). Consequently, contemporary teaching practices increasingly position educators as facilitators of learning rather than transmitters of knowledge (Akintolu & Letseka, 2021; Caruso et al., 2020; Mbatha, 2024). McGrath noted that acknowledging adult learners as self-directed beings shifts the focus from teacher-centred to learner-centred approaches (Mbatha, 2024), while andragogic teaching reimagines the teacher as a mentoring facilitator guiding students toward collaborative assignments (Caruso et al., 2020). Learner-centred approaches encourage collaboration, learner choice, self-assessment, goal setting, and independent inquiry (Blaschke & Hase, 2019; Caruso et al., 2020), enabling adults to assume greater responsibility for their own learning processes (Ghamrawi et al., 2025; Loeng, 2020).

	The recognition that adults bring extensive life and work experiences to learning environments is a fundamental principle in adult learning theory. Experiential learning theorists argue that knowledge is constructed through reflection on experience (Camps & Blancafort-Masriera, 2019; Darzón et al., 2021; Tinoco et al., 2022; Tolosa-Guzman et al., 2021). Kolb proposed that learning occurs through a cycle involving concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation, and active experimentation (Camps & Blancafort-Masriera, 2019; Darzón et al., 2021; Tinoco et al., 2022; Tolosa-Guzman et al., 2021). This cyclical model defines learning as "the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience" (Darzón et al., 2021; Tinoco et al., 2022). Billett highlighted the importance of workplace experience in developing vocational competence (Camps & Torres‐Carballo, 2010).

	These perspectives suggest that adult learners should not be treated as blank slates; rather, their prior experiences constitute valuable resources for learning (Ledezma‐Ramírez, 2024; Mamani et al., 2024). Effective teaching practices incorporate learners' experiences through discussion, case studies, reflective activities, simulations, workplace projects, and collaborative problem-solving (Bazán et al., 2024; Darzón et al., 2021; Vivar et al., 2023). Learning thus becomes a process of integrating new knowledge with existing understanding rather than simply acquiring information (Ledezma‐Ramírez, 2024).

	Adult learners' preference for relevant and practical learning is well-established in andragogical theory. Knowles identified that adults' orientation to learning is problem-centred rather than subject-centred, and that they engage more readily when learning is directly applicable to their circumstances (Grus et al., 2025; Rahman et al., 2022). Consequently, educational programs for adults frequently incorporate workplace scenarios, project-based learning, case studies, simulations, and practical tasks (Coelho et al., 2024; Nesamany & Subasini, 2024). Problem-based learning and simulation provide opportunities for learners to apply knowledge in "real-world" environments (Weissova et al., 2024), while case studies help bridge theory and practice through analysis of real-life situations (Coelho et al., 2024).

	Closely related is the concept of readiness to learn, one of Knowles's six assumptions of andragogy (Mukhalalati & Taylor, 2019; Rahman et al., 2022). Adults' learning needs often emerge from life transitions, changing responsibilities, or new occupational demands (Corbetta et al., 2019; Grus et al., 2025). This understanding has driven the development of lifelong learning and continuing professional development initiatives that provide flexible, timely learning opportunities (Corbetta et al., 2019; Tong-Battung, 2021). Effective CPD stresses learner-centred approaches that are responsive to individual needs and accessible when most relevant to learners' immediate goals (Hanshaw & Hanson, 2019; Tong-Battung, 2021).

	Motivation is a central consideration in adult learning theory. Humanistic theorists such as Maslow and Rogers argued that adults possess an inherent desire for growth and self-actualisation (Moll, 2023, 2024; Wang & Sarbo, 2004). Knowles was strongly influenced by Rogers' view that formal education denied self-actualisation (Moll, 2023, 2024), and this humanistic philosophy underpins andragogical approaches that position learners as autonomous agents (Dean & Parson, 2021; Portugal, 2015). While adults may be motivated by external factors, intrinsic motivations, including personal satisfaction and intellectual stimulation, are equally important (Nihishova & Kryvonosova, 2020; Storey & Wang, 2016). Lindeman identified that adults are motivated to learn as they experience needs and interests that learning will satisfy (Storey & Wang, 2016). This understanding has influenced practices focused on creating supportive, non-threatening learning environments and providing meaningful feedback (Buckingham, 2000; Lipscomb & Ishmael, 2009).

	The capacity for self-directed learning has profoundly influenced adult learning theory. Tough's research demonstrated that adults frequently engage in independent learning projects outside formal settings (Loeng, 2020; Morris, 2023). Tough concluded that adults spend remarkable amounts of time on such projects for acquiring and maintaining knowledge (Loeng, 2020). This contributed to self-directed learning theory, which views learners as active participants capable of identifying needs, locating resources, and evaluating outcomes (Loeng, 2020; Morris, 2023. Self-directed learning is grounded in humanistic assumptions (Loeng, 2020), and contemporary practices increasingly support it through flexible and online learning environments (Morris, 2023; Sufirmansyah, 2019).

	Transformative Learning Theory further extends understanding of adult learning by recognising adults' capacity for critical reflection. Mezirow argued that adults can critically examine existing assumptions, beliefs, and values, leading to significant changes in perspective and understanding. Learning is therefore not limited to the acquisition of knowledge and skills but may involve profound personal and professional transformation. Teaching practices informed by transformative learning theory often incorporate reflective journals, critical discussions, ethical dilemmas, debates, and opportunities for learners to challenge their own assumptions.

	Although adult learners are frequently characterised as independent, sociocultural theories emphasise that learning remains fundamentally social. Lave and Wenger proposed that learning occurs through participation in communities of practice, where individuals develop knowledge and skills through engagement with others in authentic social and professional contexts (Dahl, 2020; Sayer, 2013; Wastesson, 2024). This situated learning perspective posits that learning is "an integral and inseparable aspect of social practice" rather than merely individual cognition (Barry et al., 2016; Dahl, 2020). Knowledge is acquired through legitimate peripheral participation, whereby newcomers gradually move toward full participation through social interaction (Harris, 2008; Sayer, 2013; Usman et al., 2021). This perspective highlights the value of collaborative learning, peer mentoring, workplace learning, and professional networks (Barry et al., 2016; Endersby et al., 2019; Sayer, 2013). Learning is viewed as participation in shared practices and communities that shape knowledge, identity, and professional competence (Sayer, 2013; Usman et al., 2021; Wastesson, 2024).

	The diversity of adult learners necessitates inclusive and responsive pedagogical approaches. Contemporary adult education must address differences in cultural background, language, educational experience, and learning preferences through differentiated instruction, culturally responsive pedagogy, and flexible assessment (Halder et al., 2024; Kavashev, 2024; Panda, 2020). Effective practices include multiple pathways for participation, accessible learning designs, and recognition that diverse perspectives enrich learning environments (Brodén et al., 2024; Scoppio & Covell, 2016; Zhang & Wang, 2025). Educators are called upon to implement strategies addressing equity, diversity, and inclusion as foundational elements of quality adult education (Brodén et al., 2024; Kayi, 2024).

	Technological change and lifelong learning imperatives have further expanded adult learning theory. Digital technologies, AI, and online platforms create new opportunities requiring educators to support digital literacy and continuous learning (Jaldemark et al., 2021; Mozelius et al., 2024; Shohel et al., 2024). Contemporary teaching incorporates blended learning models, virtual collaboration tools, and multimedia resources (Kayi, 2024; Scoppio & Covell, 2016; Shohel et al., 2024). Learning increasingly occurs through networks and digital connections, demanding that educators prepare learners for adaptability across their lives and careers (Jaldemark et al., 2021; Lock et al., 2021; Mozelius et al., 2024).

	Taken together, these theoretical perspectives suggest that effective adult education should be learner-centred, experience-based, relevant, flexible, reflective, collaborative, inclusive, and responsive to technological change. Adult learning theories consistently emphasise the importance of recognising learners' experiences, supporting self-direction, promoting critical reflection, fostering social interaction, and facilitating the practical application of learning. These principles have shaped contemporary educational practice across adult education, vocational education and training, workplace learning, and professional development.

	The characteristics of adult learners therefore underpin virtually all major adult learning theories, including andragogy, experiential learning, transformative learning, self-directed learning, critical pedagogy, and situated learning. Collectively, these theories suggest that adults learn most effectively when learning is meaningful, relevant, experience-based, collaborative, reflective, and immediately applicable. Consequently, effective teaching practice must be designed around the distinctive characteristics and needs of adult learners rather than relying solely on approaches originally developed for children and adolescents. In doing so, educators can create learning environments that maximise engagement, support achievement, and promote lifelong learning in an increasingly complex and rapidly changing world.

	 

	Lifelong Learning and Continuing Education

	Lifelong learning and continuing education have become central concepts in contemporary education, workforce development, and social policy. In an increasingly interconnected and rapidly changing world, individuals must continually acquire new knowledge, skills, and competencies to adapt to technological innovation, economic transformation, demographic change, and evolving social expectations (Chen & Murphy, 2022; Sung et al., 2022). Consequently, learning is no longer viewed as an activity confined to childhood or early adulthood but as a continuous process that extends throughout an individual's life (Egetenmeyer & Fedeli, 2017a; Pata et al., 2021). The concept has existed under various names, continuing education, recurrent education, adult education, but has gained particular policy prominence since the 1990s (Abukari, 2005; Regmi, 2020). International organizations such as the EU, UNESCO, and OECD have been instrumental in promoting lifelong learning as essential for economic competitiveness, social cohesion, and active citizenship (Guimarães, 2017; Jõgi & Gross, 2009; Milana & Holford, 2014). However, implementation varies significantly across national contexts, shaped by political, economic, and historical factors (Koulaouzides & Romano, 2022; Prokou, 2008). Critics note that policy discourse increasingly emphasizes economic utility and employability over humanistic and emancipatory aims of education (Guimarães, 2017; Koulaouzides & Romano, 2022; Singh et al., 2020).

	The concept of lifelong learning emerged during the twentieth century as educators and policymakers began to recognise that formal schooling alone could not adequately prepare individuals for the complexities of modern society. One of the earliest advocates of lifelong education was Hutchins (1968), who argued that education should not be regarded as preparation for life but as an integral part of life itself. He proposed the idea of a "learning society" in which opportunities for learning would be available throughout adulthood and embedded within social institutions. This vision challenged traditional educational models that separated education from the remainder of an individual's life course and laid important foundations for later lifelong learning policies.

	The modern concept of lifelong learning gained international prominence through the work of UNESCO. The influential Faure Report, Learning to Be (Faure et al., 1972), argued that education should be organised around the principle of lifelong learning and that societies should provide continuous opportunities for individuals to learn, develop, and participate fully in social and economic life. The report emphasised personal development, democratic participation, social justice, and human fulfilment as key purposes of lifelong learning. Rather than viewing education solely as a mechanism for workforce preparation, the Faure Report positioned learning as a lifelong process essential to individual and societal development.

	This vision was further developed in the Delors Report, Learning: The Treasure Within (Delors et al., 1996), which remains one of the most influential documents in lifelong learning policy. The report identified four fundamental pillars of education: learning to know, learning to do, learning to live together, and learning to be. These pillars emphasise that lifelong learning should support not only the acquisition of knowledge and occupational skills but also personal growth, social cohesion, intercultural understanding, and active citizenship. The Delors Report significantly broadened international understanding of lifelong learning by highlighting its humanistic and social dimensions alongside its economic benefits.

	Theoretical perspectives on lifelong learning also evolved during this period. Lengrand (1975) argued that education should be viewed as a continuous process that accompanies individuals throughout their lives and across diverse contexts. He emphasised that learning occurs not only within formal educational institutions but also through work, family life, community participation, and cultural engagement. This perspective contributed to contemporary understandings of lifelong learning as encompassing formal, non-formal, and informal learning experiences.

	Today, lifelong learning is generally understood as the ongoing pursuit of knowledge, skills, values, and competencies throughout life for personal, social, civic, and professional purposes. Contemporary frameworks recognise three interconnected forms of learning. Formal learning occurs within structured educational institutions such as schools, universities, and vocational education and training providers and usually leads to recognised qualifications. Non-formal learning occurs through organised educational activities outside formal systems, including professional development programs, workplace training, community education, and short courses. Informal learning occurs through everyday experiences, social interactions, self-directed study, problem-solving, and participation in work and community life (Merriam & Bierema, 2014). Together, these forms of learning contribute to the development of individuals across the lifespan.

	Continuing education represents a significant component of lifelong learning and typically refers to structured learning undertaken after initial education has been completed. Continuing education may include professional development, postgraduate study, vocational upskilling, industry certification, workshops, conferences, and retraining programs. While lifelong learning encompasses all learning throughout life, continuing education focuses specifically on organised educational activities that enable individuals to maintain, update, or expand their knowledge and skills (Jarvis, 2004). In many professions, continuing education has become essential for maintaining professional competence and responding to changing regulatory, technological, and industry requirements.

	The increasing importance of lifelong learning is closely linked to the emergence of the knowledge economy. Economic activity is increasingly dependent upon knowledge, innovation, technology, and the capacity of workers to adapt to change. Skills
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KEY CHARACTERISTICS OF ADULT LEARNERS

Self-directed and autonomous
Adults prefer to take responsibility for their
learning and have a say in what, how and
when they learn.

Bring extensive life experience
Adults draw on arich base of experiences
that shape how they understand and apply
new learning.

Seek relevance and practical application
Adults want to know why they are learning
'something and how it will benefit them in

their lives or work.

Problem-centred orientation to learning
Adults prefer learning that helps them solve
real problems rather than focusing on

subject matter for its own sake.

Readiness linked to life roles and transitions
Adults become ready to learn when they face.
new challenges, responsibilities or changes

in their lives.

Motivated by intrinsic and extrinsic factors
Adults are driven by both internal rewards

(satisfaction, growth) and external rewards
(qualifications, career advancement).

Capable of self-directed learning
Adults can identify their learning needs, find
resources, choose strategies and evaluate
their own progress.
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Balance multiple responsibilities
Adults juggle work, family, community and
other commitments alongside their
learning.

Highly diverse backgrounds and needs
Adults vary in age, culture, education,
experience and goals, requiring flexible

and inclusive approaches.

Engage in critical reflection
Adults examine their assumptions, beliefs
and experiences to deepen understanding
and make informed decisions.

Learn through st interag
Adults learn effectively through d
collaboration, mentoring and parti
in communities of practice.

Require adaptability and digital literacy
Adults need to adapt to change and use
digital tools confidently to access and

apply new knowledge.

Participate in lifelong learning
Adults continue to learn throughout life to
stay effective, meet new challenges and
achieve personal growth.
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and organisations design learning that is relevant, engaging [}
and effective for adult learners. Loy e e || e





cover.jpeg
ADULT LEARNING
THEORIES

.....

THEORY |  MODERN {  PRACTICAL | DIGITAL&WORK | LIFELONG |  GLOBAL
FOUNDATIONS | INTERPRETATIONS | APPLICATIONS | INTEGRATEDLEARNING i LEARNING | PERSPECTIVES

EMPOWERING ADULTS ~ TRANSFORMING EDUCATION  SHAPING THE FUTURE

RICHARD SKIBA






images/image-1.png
THE HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF ADULT LEARNING THEORY
weerwons L @ @) e

()

crical reflection
APPRENTICESHIPS, GUILDS
2 tical, occupational
MIDDLE AGES o &RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS Q e
Sth-15th Century. Learning through practice, &N workplace sducation.
abservation and mentorship.
JOHN LOCKE & Learming as an active
ENCGHTENMENTE (& JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU (@ process shapediy
17th-18th Century Experience, observation and experience and reason..
human development shape learin.
WORKERS' EDUCATION MOVEMENTS o o Education for ecanomic
19th CENTURY Uteracy mechaic siutes,pubc raries advancement and
and community sducation, Linked o e
Teform, ctizenship and sel-improvement
ADULT EDUCATION EMERGES e
EARLY 20th O Aduls earn diferenty? Ao school mthods e e et e
CENTURY suitable for adults? Foundations for formal o Py ke
theariesofadult laring.
JOHN DEWEY Experionce s conral
Evparionce and Education i
incuiy and problem-sohing
'HUMANISTIC PSYCHOLOGY Personal growth,
9 19505-1960s ® A Masiow (1954) - hirarchy of needs ' so-actulisaion and
C.Rogers 1969 - leamer-cantred. leamer-entred practice.
elovance, avtonarmy and growh
MALCOLM KNOWLES Andragogy becomes 8
1960-1970s 0 Andiagoy: Adus ar s dreced, ? ramewor or sl
bring expeience, need rlevanceand are education and
problem centred.
PAULO FREIRE Education s too for
1970 Pedogogy ofthe Oppressed ampomerment and
Diogue, crtalconscousness and A e
aducation for socal ranstomation
ALLEN TOUGH Adults take responsibility
@ 19705-1980s O Self-directed learing research shows @ forthele own leaming
‘adults often initiate and manage their inside and outside class.
own eaming projcts.
DAVID KOLB r\ Structured model for
1984 lo Experientil Leaming Theary learning from
Cycle: Concrete Experience - Reflection RS s
Conceptuaiation  Exparmentaion
JACK MEZIROW K Learning transforms
1901 0 Transtormative Learming Theory | oo
Critica reflection leads to perspective M ordview.
wansformation.
JEAN LAVE & ETIENNE WENGER Learning is social,
19905 Stuated Loaring & CommuniiesofPactce ituted and context
Leaming 32 socia prticipation dependent.
suthentc contexts.
GEORGE SIEMENS (2005) & BEYOND Learningin  digial,
21t CENTURY o Commachiom ad dighn e = R,
2000s-Present Learning across formal, non-formal and . world.
informal setngs and networks.

CCONTEMPORARY ADULT LEARNING THEORY - A DIVERSE INTEGRATION

Qywrm..nw, & |

e Critical rected  Transformative.

Pedagogy Learni ning
SUPPORTING LIFELONG LEARNING, WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT, SOCIAL INCLUSION
AND PERSONAL TRANSFORMATION IN A CHANGING WORLD





images/image-1.jpeg





