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INTRODUCTION

Since current theories of transformative learn-
ing generally rest on humanistic philosophy 
and Knowles’ version of andradogy is based 
on humanistic psychology, online learning 
for adults and principles of andragogy have 
become inseparable, especially because of the 
asynchronous nature of many online courses. 
Although adults are responsive to external moti-
vators, such as grades or verbal praise, adults are 
basically internally motivated. When it comes 
to online transformation, adults’ real interest 
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ABSTRACT
This study investigates the andragogical and pedagogical teaching philosophies of online instructors at 
the California State University, Long Beach in the Spring Semester of 2010. Drawing from reflective adult 
education theory, this article proposes a new model for this reflective adult education theory. It is either the 
helping relationship (andragogical philosophy) or the directing relationship (pedagogical philosophy) plus the 
learning environment (the Internet) that leads to adult learners’ critical reflection in Mezirow’s (1991) terms. 
A researcher-designed survey instrument called Online Philosophy of Adult Education Scale (OPAES) was 
used to measure instructional preferences of these instructors in the electronic classroom to determine their 
andragogical or pedagogical teaching philosophies. Data were collected from 37 online instructors regarding 
their instructional preferences. Nine qualitative questions were designed to parallel the Likert scale OPAES 
to determine why these online adult education instructors chose their pedagogical or andragogical teaching 
philosophies. The results of the study demonstrate that these online adult education instructors support both 
the teacher-centered approach and the student-centered approach to teaching online.

is in how to maximize their learning without 
the benefit of having a face-to-face discussion 
with their instructors. Adult learners may hold 
full time jobs and have family responsibilities, 
which may make physical travel to a campus for 
class difficult or even impossible, thus online 
courses are appealing.

To some extent, andragogy was designed 
to maximize adult learning especially adults’ 
online transformation where the individual 
adult learner is a “free-agent” in his or her own 
learning. To some scholars, andragogy is more a 
technological application of psychological and 
sociological knowledge. However, to Knowles, 
it became a continuum from teacher-directed to 
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student-directed learning. This student-centered 
learning is a democratic approach to teaching 
and learning. Influential scholars have delved 
into the principles of andragogy such as self-
concept of adult learners (Tough, 1967, 1971; 
Knowles, 1975; Mezirow, 1985; Brookfield, 
1986; Pratt, 1988, 1993; Brockett & Hiemstra, 
1991; Candy, 1991; Merriam & Caffarella, 
1999; Merriam, 2001). Because adult learners 
are capable of self-direction in learning, some 
scholars doubt whether a teacher-learner rela-
tionship is really needed given the asynchronous 
nature of cyberspace learning. Rhode (2009) 
investigated adult learners’ preferences in a 
self-paced online environment, rather than the 
traditional course calendar many higher educa-
tion institutions utilize.

However, to say this teacher-learner re-
lationship is not needed is to overemphasize 
the power of self-direction. Even when adult 
learners are highly self-directed, an andragogi-
cal type of teacher-learner relationship may fa-
cilitate adult learning. When adult learners are 
highly self-directed, they may also require the 
traditional pedagogical teacher-learner relation-
ship because of speed, convenience, previous 
experience in courses, or learning styles. Not 
only is this relationship necessary, but also the 
kinds of andragogical and pedagogical teach-
ing philosophies online instructors may hold 
strongly affecting this relationship, hence adult 
online transformation. “Most students have a 
tendency for sensing, visual, and active styles 
of learning. However, most college courses fol-
low the lecture teaching style” (Wirz, 2004, p. 
2). The instructors’ teaching philosophies lead 
to the methods and art of teaching. Ultimately, 
students’ critical reflection is affected by these 
methods and art of teaching. However, no em-
pirical study has been conducted to determine 
online instructors’ teaching philosophies. Most 
literature has focused on the learners’ preferenc-
es (Rhodes, 2009) rather than the instructor’s.

The present study is an investigation to 
determine and describe online instructors’ 
andragogical and /or pedagogical teaching 
philosophies. The humanistic principles of 
andragogy support a helping relationship 

(andragogical philosophy) between teachers 
and learners whereas principles of pedagogy 
indicate a directing relationship (pedagogical 
philosophy) between teachers and learners. 
This exploratory study is only a first step to 
examining this concept.

“Although a learner-centered approach is 
strongly supported in the literature, a teacher-
centered approach is widely practiced in com-
munity college and university settings” wrote 
Kraska and Harris (2007, p. 19) in their study of 
cognitive style and teaching style. They found 
no relationship between the two in a sample 
of 65 students enrolled in Air Force Reserve 
Officer Training. Their study emphasized the 
importance of innovating in teaching, rather than 
recruiting those with the same style. However, 
this study did not specifically examine online 
learning, although the sample did consist of 
adult educators.

For self-directed adult learners, online 
learning requires an andragogical relation-
ship with their instructors. As a consultant 
or delegator, instructors link their students to 
learning resources. In contrast, the pedagogical 
information transmitter will only disappoint 
self-directed adult learners who are experi-
enced with a subject matter and are capable of 
teaching themselves. However, the information 
transmitter is highly helpful when adult learners 
are inexperienced with a subject matter and do 
not have independent learning skills.

The andragogical instructor should provide 
topics-driven courses with open-ended ques-
tions. Such online activities leave much room 
for adult learners’ prior experience, which serves 
as the best resource for learning. “Online learn-
ers desire an instructor who addresses them as 
individuals and offers supportive comments” 
(Dennen et al., 2007, p. 68). When online topics-
driven courses with open-ended questions are 
designed to accept their viewpoints (Wang, 
2003), adult learners feel they are treated with 
dignity and respect. In this context, online adult 
education becomes andragogical education. 
For this to occur, students must interact with 
the instructor, with each other, and with the 
content (Dennen et al., 2007; Rhode, 2009). In 
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