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ABSTRACT

Online education provides increased accessibility and possibilities for learners in various locations and

situations. Once learners decide to participate in online education, there are key aspects to consider in
the teaching and learning environment to ensure the experience is effective. The purpose of this chapter
is to identify characteristics of adults as learners and the role of learners and instructors in this set-
ting. In addition, fostering competent online learners requires a dedicated support system and effective
feedback processes. Future trends consist of an increase in informal learning and a decrease in formal

training and workshops. Informal learning tools are being used to change the culture and learning curve

within educational and organizational communities. This trend will also impact the form and function

of learning assessments within the teaching and learning online environments.

INTRODUCTION

Allen and Seaman (2008) reported that online
enrollments are increasing yearly at a rate higher
than post secondary education institution enroll-
ments. There were over 3.9 million students who
took at least one online course during Fall 2007
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which was a 12 percent increase from the previ-
ous year. The majority of online learners in the
United States are adults between 25 and 50 years
of'age. Moore and Kearsley (2005) revealed that
as a result of this finding it would be valuable to
understand the nature of adult learning to best ap-
preciate the online learner. Based on the Knowles’
(1990) concept of adult education, adults prefer
to have some control over the learning situation
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and be able to exercise personal responsibility.
They also prefer to define their learning tasks and
make decisions about how to learn, what, when
and where to learn that fits their needs best. Adults
appreciate serving as a learning resource because
they bring considerable experiences and back-
ground to the teaching and learning environment.
Most adults want to acquire knowledge that can
be used to solve today’s problems and this type
of motivation encourages them on an intrinsic
level. Adult learners may be anxious about the
online format, requirements, new institution, new
technologies, and about whether or not they can
actually complete the course.

Moore and Kearsley (2005) revealed that the
source of anxiety is usually the learner’s concern
about being able to meet institutional and indi-
vidual expectations, which is natural fear of failure.
The instructor’s role would be to assure the learner
and ensure they are familiar with administrative
procedures, course requirements, and accessibility
with the online tools and system.

The decision to pursue online education goals
will require more than just financial obligations.
Additional responsibilities come from family,
work, and social arenas and this extra time and
effort are extracted from current time allowances.
Therefore, adults will typically be highly moti-
vated and task oriented with specific goals and
reasons to begin an educational program. The
adult learner usually has more experience work-
ing with others in classroom situations and with
administrators in organizational systems.

To the adult student, teachers gain authority from
what they know and the way they deal with their
students, not from any external symbols or titles.
Physical distance tends to further reduce the
dominant psychological position of the teacher
(probably one reason some classroom teachers
do not enjoy being at a distance). (Moore & Ke-
arsley, 2005, p. 162)
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Resources are available to guide and harness
the use of the internet and World Wide Web and to
“...change traditional teaching and the way people
work and learn in schools” (Provenzo, 2005, p.
v). The teaching and learning environments are
constantly changing and new programs, software,
and resources are redefining how we live and
learn. This chapter will provide an overview of
adults as learners and primary motivations and
learning principles that shape their experiences.
The number of online learners is increasing as
opposed to classroom-based programs and the
following section provides a general profile of
the online learner. To support the needs of online
learners it also requires an adoption of efficient
online service from staff and administrators as
well as productive and effective instructor interac-
tion and feedback. These key aspects of teaching
and learning in an online environment will also
include future trends related to an increased use of
informal learning and corresponding assessments.

BACKGROUND
Adults as Learners

Adults will participate in teaching and educational
settings for a variety of reasons. Adults may want
to learn new skills, knowledge, or attitudes about
specific topics but their decision to participate
may be enhanced or hindered by the available
options. Prior educational experiences may also
filter an adult’s decision to return to a learning
environment, whether it is in a face-to-face or
online format. Building an awareness of why
individuals may or may not want to participate is
a key aspect in understanding adults as learners.

Knowles’ (1980) core set of adult learning
principles, known as andragogy, are based on a
unique characteristics of adults as learners and
consider the learner’s need to know; self-concept
of the learner; prior experience of the learner;
readiness to learn; orientation to learning; and,
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